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			Chapter 1 

		
			The dry, seventy-degree air feels strange as I step outside the airport in Reno, Nevada, dragging my rolling suitcase and hefting my backpack higher on my shoulder. The difference in climate between this place and my home in the northeast could not be more pronounced. New York is very far away, and I’m second-guessing my life choices. Except the choice to leave my winter coat behind. That one was good.

			It’s not long before I see my great-aunt’s gleaming black SUV approach, quickly nixing my thoughts of spinning around and running back into the airport. Hannah Green, surprisingly prompt, pulls alongside the curb and gets out, hurrying toward me with arms outstretched. 

			“Daphne!” She envelops me in a tight hug, and I close my eyes, noting the light, familiar scent of her perfume. It reminds me of sunshine and warmth and love. She’s my dad’s aunt, seventy-­one years old, tall, and wearing her customary outfit of a long, flowing tunic and pants. Her hair is a spiked platinum blonde, and her ice blue eyes smile at me as she pulls back and takes my shoulders in her hands. “Dearest, I am so glad you are here.”

			I smile and kiss her cheek, hoping the sting in my eyes doesn’t get any worse. I’ve cried enough tears to fill an ocean in the last two weeks. “Thank you for having me, Hannah. I’m glad to be here.” My voice breaks, and I inwardly curse.

			She cups my cheeks and kisses my forehead. “Let’s get you home and you can tell me all about it.” She leads me to the back of the vehicle, where I toss in my bags and then settle into the passenger seat. I look at Hannah, grateful for her steadiness; I was twelve when my mom died, and Hannah took good care of me and my dad. 

			“You cut your hair—I love it!”

			“Thanks, Hannah. It was time for a change.” Really, it was one thing in my life I could control, so my long dark hair has become shoulder-length curls that can still fit in a tiny ponytail if I need them to.

			“How was your flight?”

			“It was good. A little bumpy, but nobody barfed.” 

			She smiles and glances at me before turning her attention back to the road. We leave the airport and pull into traffic, and she says, “We’ll be home in twenty minutes. Have you had dinner?”

			I shake my head. “Dad and I ate on the way to the train, but I haven’t had anything else, other than airplane crackers.”

			She smiles. “Good. I have Chinese takeout waiting at home. I assume you’re still a fan of Schezwan chicken?”

			I grin at her. “Always. Your memory is so good, Hannah.”

			“I only screwed that up once. Pineapple chicken made you gag.”

			I laugh. “Didn’t help that I was such a dramatic kid.”

			“Oh, nonsense. You were perfect. Still are.”

			“And you have lovely blinders on. But now that I’m here, Hannah, are you finally going to tell me the nature of this new venture?”

			She smiles and glances at me. “I want you to have the full effect before I spill the details—tomorrow we’ll go to the building, and I’ll explain.”

			“You know how I am with knowing all the things. This mystery has been driving me crazy. All Dad would tell me is that you’ve taken on some kind of publication business.”

			She laughs. “That’s enough of a clue.” 

			

			“Ugh. Fine. I’ll draw from my big well of patience.” 

			Hannah laughs harder. “You see? I’m helping you stretch and grow.”

			As we continue our way through the city, Hannah points out various places she knows will be of interest to me. Before long, we approach the south end of town and she’s driving through a residential area that looks very much like her neighborhood in Connecticut. Hannah’s husband died young, leaving her a very wealthy woman who invested wisely and grew her wealth exponentially. This additional residence and new venture have caught me by surprise, though. 

			She pulls into a circular drive of a sprawling Southwest-style home bearing red Spanish tiles on the roof. The home sits on a rise that overlooks the city, and the lights shining from within are a cozy counterpoint to the city lights coming to life behind it. 

			“Now, I know what you’re thinking,” she says as she hits the garage door opener, and we pull in beside a sleek new sedan. 

			I grin at her. “What am I thinking?”

			“You’re thinking, ‘Why on earth does Hannah need four thousand square feet of house?’”

			This makes me laugh. “I know exactly why Hannah needs four thousand square feet of house. Because you get to know everyone, you volunteer and create stuff, and you support local causes wherever you go. Lots of square feet are required to host parties and benefit dinners for all those causes. I love that about you.”

			“Good.” She shuts off the car and the door closes behind us. “I’ve tried to change, and it just doesn’t work.”

			I scowl as I grab my stuff from the back of the car. “Why on earth would you try to change?”

			“I’m kidding. I haven’t. But sometimes I think I should. I exhaust people.”

			“No, you don’t. You energize people. I don’t know who’s been telling you lies, but I hope you aren’t listening.”

			I shut the door and follow her into the house. We enter a mudroom where we take off our shoes and I dump my bags. She leads me into a large, beautifully appointed kitchen. It’s huge, with professional-grade appliances I’m not sure she’ll ever use. “Hannah, this is incredible.”

			She smiles as she fills a tea kettle with water and sets it on the stove. “Think of the pastries we can bake together in here! Your dad will visit and never leave. Shut down his law practice and everything.”

			I laugh again and settle onto a barstool at the enormous kitchen island. “He will always look for an excuse to visit you. He says ‘hi,’ by the way.” I sober, thinking of the last two weeks I spent with my dad, trying to figure out what to do with my life now that my Big Plans have evaporated into mist.

			Hannah sits next to me and grasps my hand, giving it a quick squeeze. “Okay. Tell me everything. How am I lucky enough to have an honors graduate in journalism, with”—she holds up a finger for dramatic pause—“wait for it—a graduate certification in forensic science to write for my new magazine? If only temporarily.” 

			I chew the inside of my lip. “My pitch was stolen.” I sigh and try not to be a blubbering fool all over her kitchen island the way I was at my dad’s house in New York. “You know I designed my studies and the last five years of my life around true crime and cold-case journalism.”

			She nods.

			“I interned at the True Crime Podcast Network, and while there, I worked closely with the president and founder, Candy Carlton.”

			“I’ve heard of her. I think I’ve listened to more than one of her shows.”

			 “I bet you have. The network itself hosts dozens of shows, and Candy has three she currently writes and narrates, plus several more that she personally produces. The last month of my internship while I was finishing the forensic science certification, I pitched an idea to her. I created a show called Daphne Detects: Cold-Case Files. I wrote a business plan with marketing strategies and researched several cold cases. I’d even made contact with current and former investigators as groundwork for future interviews. Then I handed Candy this fully formed package, and she told me we’d begin preliminary work on it once my certification was finished.”

			I heave a big sigh as the words stick in my throat. I force them out. “Last month, she told me she’d decided to go in a different direction, and she asked other colleagues if they had a place for me. Surprise—nobody did.”

			Hannah’s lips thin. “And you said she stole your pitch?”

			“Yes!” My eyes are burning now, and I hate it. My emotions run closely under the surface, and I’m rarely good at hiding anything. “Two weeks ago, one of Candy’s assistants quit. She called me on her way out and said Candy is preparing to launch a show she’s calling Candy Connects: Cold-Case Dives.” 

			Hannah’s mouth drops open. “Don’t you have rights to the things you submitted? Did you sign a contract?”

			I feel my cheeks flame. “That’s the first thing Dad asked me, too.”

			She smiles. “He’s an attorney, honey. That’s his job.”

			I gesture at her miserably. “You’re not an attorney.”

			“I’ve been around the business block a few times, dear. You’re just now coming out of the gate.” She pats my cheek and winks. 

			“We didn’t draft a contract; she gave me no agreements in writing—not even in an email. Always said she prefers to ‘discuss things in person because it means so much more.’” I say the last part like a little kid being bratty. “I have copies of everything I compiled, of course, but none of it qualifies me to claim intellectual property rights. I can’t stake claim to the idea. There are already a bajillion true crime podcasts out there anyway.” I shrug. “It’s just that I had a plan, you know?”

			She nods and squeezes my hand again in sympathy. 

			“Ever since Mom—” I cut myself off because the lump in my throat won’t even allow me to finish the thought aloud. “Anyway, I tried following my plan and now I have no plan. It’s a good thing you called when you did, or I’d still be sitting in Dad’s house, staring off into space and planning Candy Carlton’s ugly demise.”

			Hannah chuckles. “You’ll find yourself the subject of your own true crime episode.”

			I sit up straighter and shake myself. “Anyway, enough of that. I’ll figure it out. You’ve come to my rescue again and I’m grateful.”

			She regards me quietly for a moment. “I would give you the world if I could, Daphne. ‘Coming to your rescue’ is no hardship for me. In truth, I am really glad you’re here, because I need your help.”

			“Yes.” I smile, happy to focus on her instead of my own dumpster fire of drama. “Tell me about your latest venture. I can’t possibly wait until tomorrow for at least a few details. You need a writer?”

			She nods. “I’ve bought a publication; your dad told you that.”

			“Yep. And it’s headquartered here, so you relocated, at least temporarily.”

			“Yes. You’re going to be surprised, I think. Your dad didn’t give you details?” She pauses, adding quietly to herself, “Probably didn’t want to scare you away before he could get you on the plane.”

			I’m feeling a little uneasy, but how bad can this be?

			“I bought the Monthly Expositor.”

			I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. The Monthly Expositor is a journalistic publication only in the loosest sense of the word. The lies and exaggerations printed within the pages and then slapped on grocery store racks are a joke, at best. I had a whole class on print and online journalism that traffic in the ridiculous and litigious, and the Monthly Expositor is the paragon of both. 

			I close my mouth and try again, only to be interrupted by the screeching tea kettle. The shrill noise is followed by an even shriller bark that has me starting in shock. “What the—Hannah, what is going on here?”

			Hannah smiles brightly, and I am now on full alert. “Let me pour the tea, and while it steeps, I’ll introduce you to our new friend. You’re not still afraid of dogs, are you?”
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			Chapter 2 

			
			Hannah disappears for a minute, and I sit stock-still, finally pulling my feet up on the stool and hugging my legs when I hear the frantic scratching of what can only be animal claws. A mass of white fur explodes into the kitchen; it’s a wolf that runs around the island before it sees me and then tries jumping up on my stool.

			“­Toby!” Hannah scolds the creature as I stare at it, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. “We talked about this!”

			The dog has an extremely fluffy tail that curls up on itself, resting the tip against his back. If I were a dog person, I’m sure I’d find him incredibly pretty. As it is, I’m barely a cat person, and that’s only because my college roommate—an English major—had one she named Hercule Paw-roh, and there was no getting away from him since we shared living space.

			Hannah smiles indulgently and takes the dog by the collar and pushes on his back end, telling him, “Sit, ­Toby.” She looks up at me when he finally obeys and says, “He was featured on a local morning news show two weeks ago—he’s a rescue, and I couldn’t resist. I mean, look at him.” 

			“I’m looking, Hannah, and I’m seeing my worst nightmare come to life.”

			“That was years ago, Daphne, and this is just the dog to help you overcome your childhood trauma.” 

			“You say that only because you weren’t the one who got pantsed and bitten by a dog the size of a bear!”

			

			“It barely broke the skin, and besides, the neighbors moved the dog to a farm the very next day.” She pauses. “Plus, you were smaller then. The dog you’re remembering was barely larger than this one.” 

			“I remember teeth.”

			“Yes, fine,” Hannah says in a sing-song voice to ­Toby as she rubs his scruff and smiles in his face. “But wittle ­Toby is fwendly! He just wants to be your pal.” 

			I rub my forehead with my fingertips and find myself feeling surprisingly homesick for Hercule Paw-roh. That’s saying something, because Paw-roh and I barely tolerated each other. I used to shut him out on the fire escape, so to get me back, he killed bugs and batted them beneath my bedroom door. I would come home after school to carcass piles that crunched underfoot. 

			Somehow, even those carcass piles seem preferable to becoming pals with Fwendly Wittle ­Toby. One good look at my aunt’s hopeful face tells me I’m going to have to get over myself, because I love her too much to tell her I can’t or won’t live here with a dog. What am I, a diva? I’m an unemployed college grad whose life plan just tanked. I’m grateful Hannah has made a place for me here, even if it is just temporary. 

			I take a deep breath and smile. “Okay, I will endeavor to be ­­Toby’s pal.” I’m still clutching my legs to my chest, and I can’t make my fingers relax.

			Hannah beams. “Oh excellent! ­­Toby is just the thing you need to restore your faith in your life’s goals.” 

			I press my lips together. “Respectfully, Hannah, I think you may be a little off. A dog is the last thing I need to restore faith in my goals.”

			“Nonsense. ­­Toby is an emotional support animal.”

			I raise one brow. “The shelter employees told you that?”

			“They didn’t have to. Look at his eyes.”

			I look at ­Toby’s eyes, which are golden brown. He tilts his head, and his tail moves from side to side. He opens his mouth, and it looks like he’s smiling at me. I close my eyes and rub them. “I’m losing my mind,” I mutter. 

			“Go ahead and stretch your legs back down. It certainly won’t hurt to pet him.”

			I eye Hannah with skepticism but put my feet down. ­Toby takes advantage of the movement to jump up and put his front paws on my knees. I jerk back, but Hannah pets the monster and holds him in place.

			“We’ll work on his behavior. We can’t have him jumping up on people, of course.”

			“Of course.” I glare, not sure if I’m growing more irritated with her or the dog. 

			“For now, take both hands and scratch on either side of his neck. If you pet the top of his head, he’ll just tip it back to lick you.”

			I release a quiet sigh and do as I’m told. To my surprise, the thick, white fur is soft and lovely. ­Toby seems to like the attention and closes his eyes while I scratch his neck. 

			“He won’t bite you.” Hannah smiles first at me, then the dog. “He really is so sweet, and one of my bigger regrets is not getting you a dog when you were younger. It’s never too late, though.” 

			“Right. Never too late.”

			“Come on, I’ll show you where his food and water are. Also, I have these training treats . . .” Her voice fades as she makes her way to a pantry and ­Toby follows her, jumping up and down like a toddler. 

			I stare after her, feeling like Alice. This is the weirdest rabbit hole I’ve ever fallen down. I’m afraid that before long, I’ll become a denizen of Wonderland, but with my luck, I won’t be something like the opium-loving caterpillar. No, I’ll become the Mad Hatter, dancing my way around a messy unbirthday party table, smashing watches with a large mallet and trying to control a cat-fearing mouse with laudanum-laced cookies. 

			Who am I kidding? As soon as Candy Carlton pulled the rug out from under me and then stole my podcast proposal, I flew down the rabbit hole backward and have been trying to get my bearings ever since. My new pal, ­Toby, and temporary residence in Reno, Nevada, are the scenery along the way.

			My biggest fear is that I’ll just keep falling. 
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			The bedroom Hannah gives me is big and bright, with generic guestroom décor she assures me I can replace with whatever I want. I don’t really know that I’ll be here long enough to redecorate anything, but it’s a generous offer. I’m exhausted and weirdly emotional, so when I awake in the morning and realize I’ve slept like the dead, I’m grateful.

			I’m feeling much better about everything, so I get ready for the day with a sense of adventure. Well, perhaps not adventure, exactly, but optimism. I’ve been missing that lately. I get dressed in my professional outfit (a white button-down and black pants), do my hair and face, and open the door ready to greet the day when I’m surprised by ­Toby, who has apparently been waiting for me to get up.

			I yelp in surprise when he jumps up and shoves both paws against my stomach. He knocks me back into the bedroom where I trip over my own feet and sprawl in an awkward heap.

			“Oh, no you don’t,” I snap at the dog when he attempts to lick my face. “We are not doing that!” I stand and brush myself off, and when ­Toby ducks his head down like he’s ready for a repeat assault, I hold a finger out. “Stop!” 

			To my surprise, it works. He’s still wagging his tail and doing the smiley thing, but he’s not jumping up on me. Well, then. Apparently I just need to speak to him in a firm tone and not allow any playful interactions between us. I can handle that.

			Rather, I handle it long enough for Hannah to put a leash on him, telling me to take him for his morning constitutional before we head to her new office. I have grave reservations about this endeavor. Once we’re clear of the house, ­Toby senses my inexperience and tugs on the leash until my arm hurts and my shoulder wants to pop out of joint.

			I don’t walk him far from Hannah’s home because I have no idea where I am, but I soon find a lovely river walkway. I take a deep breath, enjoying the fresh morning air. I even give ­Toby some slack on the leash, which extends fifteen feet at its limit. Now and again, we pass joggers with obedient dogs who do not attempt to sniff other dogs’ nether regions; ­Toby is not an obedient dog. As soon as someone comes running around the bend, ­Toby gets to them before I can haul him back. 

			“I am disappointed in you,” I tell the dog. “You’ve just lost roaming privileges. Stay right here by my side.” I am forced to reel him in on the retractable leash even when we walk for several minutes without seeing another soul. 

			I take a deep breath, continuing down the shaded path and trying to convince myself I haven’t made a huge mistake by changing everything so suddenly. Maybe I should have stayed at home and tried to find something in the city. Or I could hit up Marla at the Riverwood Gazette to see if she has openings for a copy editor. During my internship, I thought I secured myself a nice job. Now I’m walking a naughty dog in the dry Nevada air.

			My phone buzzes and I glance at my watch to see a text.

				Hannah: Be back in ten minutes so we can get going?

				Me: Sure. Turning around now.

			Texting while holding the leash is making me clumsy. As I twist the leash handle, my thumb accidentally hits the release button, and I register the spinning spool as ­Toby runs out the length of it. When he reaches the end, he chokes himself and I shake my head. “This is why cats are smarter,” I call out to him. “Meaner, but smarter.” He jumps around and looks back at me, tongue hanging out of his mouth. Hercule Paw-roh would be disgusted.

			“Come on, then,” I call to him. 

			I’m pleased when he starts back to me—I’m totally getting the hang of this dog thing. I’m just about to turn around when another jogger with a dog comes into view. It sounds trite and more than a little cliché, but I swear everything slows to a fraction of its former speed. ­Toby sees? hears? smells? the jogger and his little dog. He runs out again to the end of the leash before I can blink. When I realize ­Toby has nearly reached the jogger, I panic and hold tight to the handle. I realize, too late, that it’d probably be better to just let go.

			“­Toby!” I screech. “Stop!” 

			He does not stop but runs in a tight circle around both the man and his dog, wrapping them completely in the black cord. He then jumps up and down in front of the other dog, as the jogger stumbles and comes down hard on one knee. 

			“Oh, my—I am so sorry,” I gasp as I finally reach the melee. “­Toby, you are the worst—”

			The jogger winces and stands, brushing pebbles from his impressively skinned knee. 

			“I am so sorry, it’s not my dog, he belongs to my aunt, and I—”

			The jogger straightens and I stop chattering. By the time he reaches his full height, I realize I am looking at My Ideal Man. He’s a few inches above six feet, broad through the shoulders, with chocolate-brown hair and very blue eyes. There’s a wrinkled scar on the side of his neck that disappears below the white collar of his T-shirt and by the time I realize he’s not saying anything, I feel my cheeks heat to a degree that has nothing to do with the temperature outside.

			He thinks I’m staring at his neck. The scar. His neck scar. 

			My eyes fly to his, mortified. “I . . .” I clear my throat and look down at ­Toby, who is by now, of course, examining the other dog’s private parts. The other dog is smaller by far and seems very offended, so I snap, “­Toby!” and yank at the leash to pull him away. My efforts to reel him in do more harm than good, tightening the noose around ­Toby’s victims.

			“Stupid dog,” I hiss, trying to extricate My Dream Man from the mess by stretching the leash handle around his back. I hesitate. If I don’t stop, I’ll be encircling him with my arms. 

			“Here,” he says, reaching around his back and taking the leash from my hand. I wish I could say our fingertips brush as our eyes meet, and a tear drips from his eye as he realizes I’m The One he’s been looking for. Our fingers do brush, but I’m too mortified to meet his eyes, so I have no idea if there are tears. Besides, I’m pretty sure that if he’s crying, it’s because of the steady trickle of blood that now runs down his shin.

			“I’m so sorry,” I say again.

			“No worries.” His voice is a deep, pleasant rumble as he untangles the leash and hands it to me. He rubs his forehead against his shoulder, catching a few drops of sweat. Not gross sweat—handsome sweat. I never knew there was such a thing as handsome sweat. 

			I take the leash from him as ­Toby sniffs the blood trail and starts licking the man’s leg. The other dog emits a low growl, and I don’t blame it. ­Toby is gross, grosser than gross sweat, and my mortification is complete. We have overstayed our welcome.

			“Come on, dog,” I mutter and glance up at the guy’s glorious face. “Again, I am so sorry.”

			The corner of his mouth twitches. I think he might say something, but his dog growls louder, and he glances down. “Hey, girl, it’s okay,” he murmurs. 

			I melt.

			Before ­Toby can make anything worse, I reel in the leash and turn. My phone buzzes again with another message from Hannah, but I’m not about to stand there and read it. 

			

			“Really, it’s okay,” he says with a half-smile. “Happens more than you’d think.” 

			I’m wishing we could have met in a café, or at least in a slightly less embarrassing scenario. “Well, you’re nice to say so. I’m new here, and this is my aunt’s dog. I clearly have no idea what I’m doing.”

			He lifts a brow. “Oh, me too. Just got a job here. I live about a half mile from the trailhead.”

			“Nice.” I nod but am truly flustered. My phone rings, and I look down again at my watch. Hannah! I try to tap my watch to make the call go silent, but I keep missing the disconnect button. I finally grab my phone from my pocket and fumble, spinning it in my hands like pizza dough before it clatters to the ground. It’s still ringing, and I bend to pick it up, wishing a wormhole would open and deposit me back instantly at Hannah’s. Or better yet, on Mars.

			“Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” The jogger’s smile spreads, and he gives me a guy nod. He takes off again with his dog, who, I swear, looks back over her shoulder with an irritated scowl at ­Toby. The man resumes his even, effortless gait, even with a bloody knee, and I give a quiet, melodramatic sigh as my phone stops ringing. He will remain forever a mystery, because I am never, ever going to walk this dog again, especially on this trail at this time of day. I couldn’t have come up with a more ridiculous scenario than what just happened, and I don’t have any desire to get embarrassed and tongue-tied around a hot man—especially this hot man—again. I uneasily realize that Hannah’s house is about a half mile from the trailhead too. Hopefully it’s in the opposite direction.

			“You made him bleed,” I grumble at ­Toby, who looks up at me with his head cocked to the side. “Don’t pretend you’re sorry, little monster. You and I are not friends.” He strikes a pose that is, appropriately enough, just like downward-facing dog and looks up at me, tail wagging. Then he darts around like he wants me to chase him, and I miss Hercule Paw-roh more than ever. Dealing with a pile of decaying insect carcasses would be better than tripping up a beautiful man for reasons that do not include my wit or beauty.

			I finally look down at my phone, nostrils flaring at the small crack in the corner of my screen. I close my eyes briefly and then call Hannah as the beast and I make our way back along the path. 

			“Daphne, are you okay?”

			“Yes, and I’m hurrying back. I’ll be right there.”

			“Okay, good. I was calling to tell you that we need to stop at the pet store on the way to the office. ­Toby’s doggy daycare is shut down today because of a parvo outbreak. I want to get him a bed and a few toys for my office since he’ll be coming with us.”

			“Oh, good. That’s great.”

			“He’s growing on you, isn’t he?” She sounds delighted. “I told you he would. That dog has a heart of gold.”

			I don’t tell her the dog with the heart of gold just made me behave like a twelve-year-old girl getting autographs from her favorite boy band. The only consolation to the entire episode is that I have no idea who he is, and Reno is big enough that we probably won’t cross paths.

			With any luck, I’ll never have to see him again. 
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			Chapter 3 

			
			I throw dark looks at ­Toby, who sits on the center console, glued to my side in Hannah’s car. He refuses to stay in the back seat—I’ve already shoved him there twice since leaving the pet store, where Hannah bought him a boatload of toys and a bed that’s fluffier than the one I had in college. 

			“We’re making up for lost time with him,” Hannah now tells me as we navigate traffic on our way to her office. “He spent the first six months of his life in the pound.” 

			I scowl at him again, and Hannah laughs. “He just wants to be friends. Oh, and don’t worry about all that white fur on your pants. I have a lint roller in my purse.”

			I look down at my black pants and exhale quietly through my nose. Sure enough, the entire side of one leg looks like ­Toby. I haven’t told her that her darling dog is the reason for one of the most embarrassing moments of my life, because I know she would laugh. I would laugh, had it happened to someone else, because it is funny. But I’m still too irritated with the dog to gift him with the grace of my forgiveness. He gets the silent treatment, and does not seem to notice or care.

			I turn my attention to Reno’s downtown section as we pass casinos, restaurants, shops, and strip malls. I imagine guests sleeping off a late night of partying at the Atlantis while employees bustle around to keep the place running day and night. Last night, there was a certain mystique about the city with its flashing lights and music and noise. Now, in the light of day, it looks like any other city full of people getting to work in the morning.

			I stifle a sigh and make a determined effort to shake off my sulky mood, my tone turning teasing. “Have you tried your hand at any good games, Hannah? Any tips for me?” 

			 Hannah smiles. “I have no gambling tips. Most I’ve ever done is through a stockbroker. Anyway, there are tons of things to do here, Daphne, that don’t involve gambling. There’s the National Bowling Stadium, Pyramid Lake, and about a million vintage clothing shops.” 

			My ears perk up. I do love thrifting. My wardrobe runs to the boring end of the fashion line right now, but that’s mostly because I had to dress professionally for my internship, and I’m convinced there’s a look to be maintained if I want to be taken seriously. My preference is for bright colors, though. I spy a thrift store as we pass a strip mall and feel my metaphorical grabby hands reaching out for it. Some of my best finds have been secondhand. I’ll definitely make time to check out the local offerings. What “time” will look like, though, is another question. I really have no idea what Hannah will have me doing as part of the writing job.

			“So,” I broach the subject, “what is the general plan for your . . . your magazine? How can I best help get you up and running?” 

			She smiles. “I am so glad you asked. Look,” she says, pointing, “there’s the building!”

			We pull around a corner in the city’s industrial section and I feel my eyebrows climb to the top of my head. The building is a large, worn-out, two-story warehouse with peeling gray paint and concrete crumbling at its corners. The roof is missing shingles and if I’m not mistaken, actual chunks of material, resulting in an unintentional skylight. I’m pretty sure if ­Toby ran around the building while I held the end of a super long leash, he’d bring the whole thing down like a handsome jogger.

			“You can see we’ve begun some general repairs,” Hannah says as she whips into a parking space near a few stairs leading up to a glass door. “There was some structural damage to the roof and west side last year during a protest when the Monthly Expositor tried to walk back its claims of UFO sightings over the U.S. Capitol. Loyal readers were unhappy.”

			“Hannah,” I manage as I stare out the windshield at the crazy building, “you said you bought the magazine? Are you planning to continue that sort of journalism with it?”

			Hannah grins and shuts off the car. “Of course not. I’m turning it into something respectable.” She has the trunk opened and is lifting out ­Toby’s shopping haul before I even open my door.

			“Bring him inside, will you?” Hannah calls. She slams the trunk closed and makes her way to a door at the top of a flight of stairs, bypassing an entrance at ground level marked, “Warehouse Staff Only.”

			“I can help carry that stuff,” I yell as I open my door. ­Toby jumps over my lap to make his escape, and I barely catch hold of the leash as it whips past. I scramble to grab my backpack while the leash catches him up short and he makes a gagging noise I’m starting to feel kind of bad about. Hannah fumbles with her car fob to lock the door behind me, and ­Toby pulls me up the long flight of stairs. 

			I take one of the bags from Hannah and she unlocks the door with a large key.

			­Toby tries to shove his way into the building before Hannah, and I mutter, “That’s it, dog. Sit.” I pull back on the leash and bend down, putting a finger in his face. “­Toby, sit!” I push down on his butt until he finally plops down, tail still awkwardly wagging, his head tipped to one side. 

			“Here we are,” Hannah says as she flips on a series of lights. 

			­Toby scrambles up to follow her, but I make him sit back down and then let him up only after I go into the room first. “You are not in charge,” I mutter to him. 

			Once I finally establish proper pecking order, I lift my head to look around. I feel like we’ve stepped into a newspaper room from the 1970s. The paneled walls, the green carpet, even the office furniture is like a time capsule from the Watergate era. 

			To my right is a large outer office containing a reception area where a gold couch and coffee table stand sentinel to a long hallway. To my left is a glass wall that looks down over the production area where two old presses have been pushed near a large retractable garage door on the far end of the room. Huge tables are smattered with blueprints and random pieces of paper. The floor is stained with ink from years of printing. Near a small office on the ground floor, a few people gather around a sink and counter­top, pouring coffee and dispersing doughnuts. 

			It is, in a word, glorious. I love it so much I can’t catch my breath. The part of me that craves hours of combing through thrift stores is enamored of the old, rundown building. I suddenly want to grab a steno notebook and a pencil and dance down the hallway in a polyester skirt and a blouse with a big, floppy bow. 

			Hannah joins me at the window and points. “That’s one of two new machines we’ve purchased to bring things up to speed. I could have outsourced the printing, but I want to see it all happen here, from writing the stories to printing the final product.” When the employees look up, she waves and gives them a broad smile. 

			“That’s Steve, the printing operations manager. I brought him over from a Condé Nast publication in California. He has years of experience producing magazines, and that’s what I plan to do here. I’m turning the Monthly Expositor into Understated Elegance. Think classy society without all the money and snobbery.”

			I nod slowly, and ask, “Is there such a thing?”

			“Well, some of the money,” she amends and throws an arm around my shoulder. “But no snobbery. And no overt celebrity-­chasing-paparazzi type stories. I’m looking for stories you won’t find in Page Six or Vogue.”

			I wrinkle my brow. “So, famous people who are not famous?”

			“More like classy, original people and events that wouldn’t otherwise be noticed.” She sighs happily, looking down at the printing machinery. “I want to showcase things that nobody else does. Weddings, parties, vacation celebrations involving people who fly under the radar. Interesting locales with stories to tell.”

			“Elegance off the beaten path?” I’m not sure I’m grasping her vision. 

			She beams at me and squeezes my shoulders. “Yes! That’s exactly it. Respectable, classy, and unique. Different.” She pauses. “That’s a great tagline. ‘Elegance off the beaten path.’”

			I nod, taking a deep breath. Hannah’s pet project is . . . large. And I’m really not sure I understand exactly what sort of story she wants me to write.

			“I know you think I’m crazy to do this, Daphne. Give me a chance to show you it’ll be amazing.”

			“Hannah, you have nothing to prove to me, not at all. I’m the last person who would stand in judgment, and I’m certainly not critical.” I smile at her, noting a few more crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes than I’ve seen before. The eyes themselves are bright as ever, though, and with her spiky platinum hair, white slacks, and flowy, dark blue top that sweeps down to her knees, she looks every inch the confident powerhouse I’ve always known her to be. 

			“It is a little crazy,” she admits, and looks wistfully down at the warehouse, “but the moment I read about Bernstein and Woodward investigating the Watergate scandal, I knew someday I’d have to own a print publication.”

			I smile, loving the fact that she assumed she would be the owner. I wonder if she’s ever doubted herself. “I do sense an All the President’s Men vibe in here.”

			She chuckles and glances behind us at the reception office, so outdated that it’s now come back around and can be truthfully described as “mid-century modern.” 

			“You know I have a penchant for remodeling, but I plan to go about this one very carefully. I want to maintain the charm.” She gives me another gentle squeeze. “I know this is not your first choice for a job right out of college, but I’m happy to have you here for as long as you need.”

			I was dumped off my dream train and still feel like I’m tumbling around, trying to come to a stop. I stretch up and kiss her cheek. “Thank you,” I whisper, my throat tight. “I’m so lucky to have you. I just need some breathing room to get on my feet.”

			“Of course.” She gives me one more squeeze and then a pat before turning around. “Let me give you the grand tour. All of the administration offices are up here on the second level.” 

			­Toby stands at my side, and I glance down with smug satisfaction. My stern lecture must have made an impact. The minute Hannah steps away from us, however, he’s hot on her heels. So much for my excellent dog training skills. I hang onto the leash, since Hannah hasn’t shared details of her plan for dealing with a puppy at the workplace and I don’t want to be responsible for any piles left in dark corners. 

			She leads me down the hallway, pointing at open doorways as we pass. “This is an interview room, this room holds supplies, this larger one on the left will be the marketing department, and this one at the end is my office.”

			I get a quick glimpse of rooms with peeling green paint and white linoleum squares. Open ceilings show the ventilation and wiring, and there’s a musty smell in the air. In the background, I hear faint strains of “Bridge over Troubled Water,” which suddenly feels very appropriate.

			Another hallway branches off to the left, and the dog and I follow as she continues talking and pointing. “This room to the right is the break room, and then back here is the heartbeat of the whole place, the reporters’ pool. I call it the Pool Room.”

			She enters the large space with a grand sweep of her arms, and I smile. There are six worn desks and corresponding green, cracked vinyl rolling chairs. The far wall is lined with tall filing cabinets, and the journalist in me loves it. 

			

			“Those drawers were probably once stuffed full of files, stories, and notes,” I say. I can feel the hearts in my eyes. 

			“They’re still stuffed.” Hannah raises one brow as she nods at the wall. “I bought everything as-is: furniture, machinery, inventory, and complete documentation on every story ever covered here.”

			My eyes boggle as I hand Hannah the leash and make my way to the cabinets. I feel like I’m approaching an unearthed treasure chest or a time capsule. I glance back and she urges, “Go ahead!” 

			I pull open a heavy drawer with a faded label that reads, “Mars-Moon Inhabitants.” Sure enough, a sea of brown office folders containing topics ranging alphabetically from little green men on Mars to little green men on the moon march neatly in a row. I lift a random file folder just enough to flip through the contents. There are multiple sheets of faded yellow legal pad paper on which someone has scrawled contacts, phone numbers, addresses, and quotations, along with grainy photos, newspaper clippings, and police files.

			“Hannah, this is amazing,” I breathe as I shove the file back down and close the drawer. My infatuation with cold cases rears its head, and I wonder what kind of secrets might be buried in here. This is incredible source material! What if there are actual mysteries mixed in with bat-eared moon babies and sightings of Elvis? “It’s like a museum.”

			Her eyes twinkle, which sounds dumb, but they really do. “I figure if we run short on ideas for stories, we can use these as a reference.”

			I harbor an unlikely yearning there might be information here that would solve a decades-old murder or convenience store holdup. “These pieces are probably all slightly nutty.”

			“Honestly, I kept these files here as a treat for you. Will we use them for Understated Elegance? Probably not.” She starts to say something else when a deep voice echoes down the hallway.

			“Mrs. Green? Are you here?”

			“Oh, Clark! I’m in the Pool Room.” She turns to me with a smile and moves to the doorway. “You’ll love Clark. He’s my new photojournalist. I helped him find a rental close to the house, in fact. We really could carpool.”

			“His name is Clark?” I murmur. My mind immediately goes to a cross between Kent and Gable, the only two Clarks I can think of. But surely any Clark in real life will be middle-aged and balding.

			Someone tall emerges from the shadows and as he steps into the light, I lean heavily against the filing cabinet. 

			“You must call me ‘Hannah,’” my great-aunt is saying. “I’ve told you several times! Come in, come in. I want to introduce our newest addition to the team.” Hannah steps away from the doorway and the man follows. 

			He gapes at ­Toby, who lets out a happy bark and sniffs the man’s jean-clad knee, which I know is red and skinned beneath. The man’s eyes fly up to mine. A half grin steals across his face just as I feel mine warm to about a thousand degrees. 

			Clark deposits his backpack on one of the desks and crosses the room. He extends his hand, still looking at me but adding over his shoulder to Hannah, “We’ve met.” 
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			Chapter 4 

			
			Don’t blush, don’t blush, don’t blush . . . I try to be cool, but it doesn’t work. Of all the things that frustrate me about myself, this is one of the worst. It’s like the heat rises from my gut and vents right out the top of my head. I shake Clark’s hand and manage what I’m sure is a pretty pathetic smile, but his seems genuine. My backpack slips from my shoulder to my elbow, pulling his hand awkwardly down with mine. I let go with a mumbled, “Sorry.”

			“Clark Henry,” he says as I impatiently shove my backpack up and onto my shoulder. I wonder if he’s giving me his last name first. Like “Bond, James Bond.” Henry, Clark Henry. Or is it Henry, Henry Clark?

			“Daphne Drew. I’m Hannah’s niece.” 

			His clasp is firm, his hand lean and calloused. Now that I actually dare meet his eyes for an extended moment or two, I see dark blue rings around the outside of his irises that blend to an ice blue around the pupils. When I realize I’m staring, my face heats even more.

			“Not just my niece,” Hannah says, joining us, “but our newest journalist. Freshly graduated and everything.”

			“From which school?” 

			“NYU.” 

			“What takes you away from the big city?”

			“I needed a job.” I lift my shoulder, hearing myself admit the words to someone other than family for the first time.

			

			“She had several prospects,” Hannah interrupts, “but she’s doing me a favor by helping out here first.” 

			I smile gratefully at Hannah because she totally knows. She knows I’m embarrassed, although she doesn’t know it’s because I tripped the poor man this morning; still, she’ll sing my praises to anyone who will listen.

			“I’m a transplant, too.” Clark stands casually, hands in his pockets, with the ease of someone comfortable in his own skin. I envy him that. “Spent some time overseas with the military as an embedded photojournalist and thought I’d try a change of pace.”

			I’m about to ask him which branch of the service he’d been with when we’re interrupted from a voice at the doorway.

			“Hey, everyone!” 

			We all turn to see a girl about my age with a long blonde ponytail, bright red lips, and a trendy outfit that makes me feel very schoolmarmish in my black pants and white button-down shirt. To top off everything, I glance down and realize I still have dog hair all over my left leg. 

			“Jilly!” Hannah smiles broadly and makes introductions again. “Daphne, Jilly Craig is our receptionist and knows all the ropes. She graciously offered to stay on when the former owners sold the publication.”

			Jilly grins widely at me. “There is never a dull moment at this place—I was devastated when I thought I’d lost my job. I’m an art student and your aunt is nice enough to let me do my homework at my desk when the phone isn’t ringing.” She bounces lightly on her toes and hitches her bag up higher on one shoulder.

			She pauses for breath and Clark nods with a smile. “You’ll have to make a point to swing by the front desk every now and then, Daphne. Jilly’s art is amazing—I saw some last week.”

			“Psh,” Jilly says, waving a hand at him with her grin still fixed in place. “I mean, I know I should protest, but—” Her expression is so open and genuinely sincere that it’s not hard to like her immediately. 

			

			Hannah chuckles and hands me ­Toby’s leash, joining Jilly at the door. “Jilly, come with me for a minute—I found a box of random files in my office. Not sure if they should go in storage here or somewhere more permanent.” Over her shoulder, she calls to me, “Choose a desk, Daphne! I think Clark already has his claim staked. Jilly and I will be right back, and we’ll have our first official editorial meeting.”

			­Toby immediately makes his way to Clark’s leg and paws at his knee. I see Clark’s involuntary wince before he leans down to ruffle ­Toby’s thick scruff. 

			I feel a little unsettled, kind of like the first day at a new school. It’s not like me to be a passive observer in my own life, and I tell myself to pull it together. Although I’m not still in New York, it isn’t like I don’t know how to function around people, for crying out loud. I’ve been in the company of hot guys before, and I’m usually not so tongue-tied. I mean, granted, I haven’t literally brought any of them to their knees before, although I do like to tell myself they were each devastated by the eventual breakup. Even if the breakups weren’t my idea.

			I take a deep breath and tighten my grip on the leash. Moving a little closer, I say, “I really apologize for this morning. I have no business walking a dog. Any dog.”

			He looks at me with a smile as he wiggles ­Toby’s head around playfully. “No permanent harm done. You’re not comfortable with dogs?” He brushes his hands to dislodge himself from the snow of Toby’s thick, white coat, and straightens.

			I shake my head. “No, only cats. And that was just because my roommate had one. I got bitten once by a dog when I was little and I haven’t liked them since.” I look down at ­Toby with a frown. “I plan to tell Hannah this morning’s adventure was a one-and-done and that I shouldn’t be allowed walking responsibilities in the future.” 

			He chuckles and folds his arms across his chest. He very nicely fills out his white T-shirt, and I figure either he worked in a former life as a ranch hand or he must spend some time doing his morning physical training routine, because his biceps look sculpted. Yes, I decide, he’s everything I find attractive in a man. I am nothing if not professional, however, and colleagues do not fraternize. In a way, it’s freeing because I can relax now. If we will only ever be friends, I’ll just be myself, and either he’ll like me or he won’t. 

			With this new resolve, the pressure lifts and I smile at him. “Anyway, you were very cool earlier and would have been justified to be very not cool. I appreciate it.” 

			“Truly, no worries.” He leans back against his desk and pulls a tablet from his backpack. He gestures to the rest of the room and says, “How will you ever decide which desk you’d like? There’s such variety, you know.” 

			I decide to take the one adjacent his. ­Toby circles my legs and I nearly trip over him as I claim my new spot. I hear Clark’s quiet chuckle and smile despite myself. 

			I set my backpack on the desk and shake my head at the dog. “You are a menace.” I sit down in the cracked vinyl office chair. It rocks back precariously but I manage to right it before it dumps me on my head. “Maybe we should request some upgrades. I’m all for the retro look, but this?”

			He nods as he scrolls through his tablet. “I have to confess—your chair used to be the one over here, but I traded.” He gives me an apologetic shrug and a half-smile that doesn’t seem at all apologetic. “You might want to do the same with one of these others.”

			I narrow my eyes. “I notice you didn’t tell me until after I almost got dumped out.” I stand and wheel the chair around to an unoccupied desk, swapping it out for another. “I suppose I deserve it after this morning. Karma and all.” 

			He laughs and my heart gives a stupid flutter while the warmth that usually finds its way to my face now reverses course and settles into my stomach. It’s a good thing I decided we are just going to be friends, because otherwise I’d be doomed. 

			I run my fingers along the grooves and nicks on the desk and think of the desk in my old apartment bedroom in New York. I suddenly feel really dumb. I was so confident about my future—cocky, even—and it’s like the universe is smacking me back down. 

			­Toby sniffs around the desk, under the desk, under my chair, and around my feet, even sniffing my pant leg (which still has traces of his fur because I forgot to make use of Hannah’s lint roller). Does he maybe have the best life of all? Sniff, bark, eat, pee, poop, sleep, walk, embarrass your owner’s niece, and trip people. It seems blissfully uncomplicated. 

			“Bit of a culture shock after New York, I bet,” Clark says, still leaning against his desk. “When did you get into town?”

			I pull myself from my pity party and turn my attention back to him. “Last night.” I hesitate but decide to explain at least a little. “I thought I had a job where I’d been interning for school, and, well, it turns out I was wrong.” 

			He nods like he understands, and I leave it at that. 

			“What branch of the military did you serve with?”

			“I was a photojournalist embedded with a Green Beret unit in the Middle East. Thought I’d be with them for a long time.” He glances at me with something that isn’t quite a smile, and adds, “Turns out, I was wrong, too.” 

			I wonder if that’s where he got the scar on his neck. There’s a story there, but he didn’t pry about my turns-out-I-was-wrong, so I return the favor. 

			My attention keeps turning to the glorious wall of cabinets in the back of the room and I can’t help but wander to them. I’m like a rat following the Pied Piper. I open the first file drawer labeled “A” and run my fingers along the aged folders. There are several files labeled with variations of the word “alien.” I read quietly aloud, “Alien Abductions, Alien Encounters, Alien Sightings, Aliens in the CIA. Wow.” 

			I don’t know why I’m so enamored of the subject material hidden in these drawers. I think it’s because I love a good mystery and I want to find answers. I’m sure my mom’s love of Nancy Drew and Scooby-Doo helped foster that. She read me all those books with the yellow spines and then the newer iterations written for a more modern audience. I like the old ones the best, though, because those were my mom’s favorites.

			We watched Scooby and his friends solve mysteries repeatedly. For months after she died, I couldn’t sleep without Scooby-Doo playing on a loop in my bedroom. Rather than making me think of her with sadness, it brought me comfort. I imagined her looking over my shoulder and laughing with me. How did Shaggy and Scooby eat those enormous sandwiches? Were Daphne and Fred a couple? (“Of course they are, honey; what’s a story without love?”) Didn’t Velma ever get hot in that bulky orange sweater?

			I take one of the thick alien files from the drawer and sit at my desk, turning the pages with anticipation. 

			“Did you find some good source material?” Clark asks me and I look up to see him smiling at me.

			“I wish.” I feel brave even admitting it.

			“You want Sasquatch and ghosts and aliens to be real?” He’s still smiling; I don’t think he’s making fun of me, but I don’t know. I’m reminded of the reason I make sure to dress and act professionally—so I’ll be taken seriously. I can count on one hand the times I’ve admitted to anyone that I love paranormal weirdness.

			I pause mid-page turn and chew on my lip. 

			I am suddenly very much aware of the moment. I always look for the truth in any circumstance, and measured honesty is really important to me. Everything I thought my life would be is different; maybe the universe is telling me it’s time to claim who I am. For me, if nobody else. Who am I trying to impress? 

			I decide, why not? I’ve been shoving down my authenticity long enough. If Mr. Gorgeous Clark Henry thinks I’m weird, that’s a him-problem. “I do.” I look up at him directly. “I want all the weird, wacky stuff to be real. I want to know all the secrets, and I want to solve all the mysteries. If people are convinced they’ve seen something, I want to understand it. And frankly, in the whole vast universe there have to be other conditions conducive to sentient life besides this planet—which means we’re not alone. Humans can’t be all there is. How incredible is that!” 

			Wow. I’m a little breathless. I release a sigh, like all the words I just spilled out have been bottled up forever and I’ve just unstopped the cork.

			Clark is looking at me with his head tipped and a smile on his lips. “Daphne Drew, that is the most refreshing thing I’ve heard in a very long time.” 

			“Well.” I clear my throat. “Okay.” 

			“Okay.” His smile grows. 

			“I won’t be surprised if you think I’m crazy.”

			“Not at all. You make a very convincing argument. I’m Scully and you’re Mulder. Eventually you just might bring me over to your side.”

			I look at him and sigh again. “You really don’t believe there are things that can’t be explained? Things we don’t understand yet, but that we will someday if we keep digging?”

			He holds my gaze and then looks down at the tablet he’s holding. “I hope so. Parts of life I’ve seen so far . . .” He sets his tablet down. “Like I said. You’re refreshing.” 

			He moves behind his desk and pushes it toward mine. Then he moves to my desk and does the same so we’re facing each other. “That’s better,” he says and takes a seat behind his. ­Toby jumps around between the two desks like we’re playing a game, and I shake my head. 

			“Paw-roh was so much easier to understand. We had a quiet, ongoing feud with no surprises. He knew I would lock him out on the fire escape, and I knew he’d leave me dead bugs in retaliation.” I gesture at the fluffy white dog. “­Toby leaps around like everything in the world is his favorite.”

			Clark laughs. “Everything in the world is his favorite. He has a natural joy and curiosity about everything. Maybe you’ll realize you’re not that different—something tells me he’d make friends with an alien visitor, no problem.”

			“Hmm.” I twist my lips. ­Toby continues to bob and weave, tongue hanging out and tail wagging like a cyclone. 

			“Who is Paw-roh? He sounds like a jerk.”

			“My roommate’s cat.”

			“Big mystery fan?” 

			“Of course.” I smile. “I’m sure I would have found it much cleverer if I hadn’t had to live with him.” 

			I hear voices approaching down the hallway and catch half of Jilly’s sentence. “—told my mom it’ll be so nice to work for a company that isn’t in constant litigation.” 

			“None of that on my watch.” Hannah appears at the doorway and Jilly follows her into the room. They both pull chairs close to my and Clark’s desks, and Hannah gives us a bright smile. “Welcome to our first official staff meeting, everyone!”

			Jilly pulls a small laptop from her bag and opens it, saying, “Hannah, would you like me to make copies of the agenda you emailed me?”

			“No need. Just let me see your screen and we’ll work from that.” She looks over at Jilly’s computer and her smile grows. “First item of discussion—Understated Elegance’s premier issue and Daphne and Clark’s first assignment. You’re going to cover a wedding in the Pacific Northwest!”

			“Ooh,” Jilly adds, “and the van will be ready soon!” She grins at me. “You’ll be hitting the road in style!”

			I look at Clark and feel my heart pick up. A van? Hannah’s words swim together in my head. 

			A van.

			The Pacific Northwest.

			Daphne and Clark.

			A van.

			This whole endeavor is starting to feel a little complicated. I’ve almost convinced myself that it can’t get much worse when Hannah turns to Jilly. “And we gave them the correct dimensions for the dog crates, right?”

			Jilly beams. “Yes! ­Toby and Fidget will travel in style!”

			Another phrase adds itself to the litany.

			Dog crates.

			A van.

			The Pacific Northwest.

			Daphne and Clark.

			A van.

			Dog crates . . .

			I manage to croak a response. “Fidget?”

			Clark looks at me uneasily. “Fidget is my dog.” 

			Hannah nods enthusiastically and gestures to Clark. “When you told me Fidget accompanies you everywhere since your return home, I knew this would be the perfect setup. ­Toby could use the socialization, and Daphne has already started bonding with him! I just know that with your firm hand and Daphne’s enthusiasm, ­Toby will be trained and well-behaved in no time.” 

			My mouth has gone dry. “Han . . . Hannah,” I say, “do you really think it’s a good idea to take him along on our very first assignment? We’ll be busy learning the ropes; it hardly seems like a good time to be training a dog.” 

			“It seems like such a shame to waste the new configuration in the van,” Hannah says. “What’s a Mystery Machine without a silly dog? Besides, you’re no new hand at writing; you could do it in your sleep.”

			I swallow hard and look at Clark again. He gives me a half smile and says, “It’ll be great.” 
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			Chapter 5 

			
			The next four weeks are a blur as I spend my days at the office with Hannah, trying not to be self-conscious about the fact that my coworker is too hot for words and is incredibly easy to get along with. I’m also attempting to bond with the dog, who continually sees my weaknesses and exploits them. Clark has been bringing his dog, Fidget, to the office so she and ­Toby can “socialize.” Fidget holds ­Toby in the same regard I do, and I feel more kinship with her than the white wolf whose favorite pastimes are shedding fur on my pants and trying to lick my face.

			One definite upside to working here with Hannah is my proximity to that wall of file cabinets and their lovely weird files. Every chance I get, I pull a random folder and flip through the papers and pictures. Among other things, so far I’ve seen “verified” photographs of the Moon Bat Boy, evidence of human ancestry on both Mars and Venus, and Hitler’s brain in formaldehyde on a shelf in a secret government facility in Wyoming.

			My desk space is organized, with everything I need at my fingertips. I feel a bit better because of it; setting up my own space gives me a sense of ownership. I spend about half my time planning support articles for the first edition, jotting notes to pass along to Hannah’s eventual marketing team on possible sponsors and ad placement opportunities, and researching potential events and locations that are off the mainstream radar for Hannah to consider for future magazine issues. 

			I do as much research as I can on our upcoming assignment so I have source material before we head north. (In a van, with dogs.) Hannah wants us to cover a wedding between an aging millionaire and his young fiancée, who is an Olympic artistic swimming competitor. Her name is Fiona Lindley, and she obtained some notoriety at Artistic Swimming Nationals when her mother was accused of poisoning the rival team. Charges were never filed, for lack of evidence.

			I’m sitting with Jilly one afternoon and giving her the rundown on the groom. “Gerald Stanley Welmont is an octogenarian whose father perfected the design of cocktail umbrellas,” I tell her. “He has an adult son, Gerald Stanley Welmont Jr., who goes by ‘Stanley’ and is married to Jane Owens Welmont.”

			Jilly wrinkles her nose and taps on her keyboard. “Let’s take a look at the young fiancée.” 

			“Oh, I’ve already looked. She’s pretty.”

			A few more clicks and Jilly sits back, raising her eyebrows high. “My goodness.”

			I join her behind the desk and check the monitor. Thick, long blonde curls, beautiful face and eyes, mile-long legs—Fiona Lindley is a beautiful woman. 

			“Oh dear,” Jilly says, frowning.

			“What?”

			She looks up at me. “What are the odds there’s no friction between her and Welmont Junior? Or between her and Junior’s wife?”

			I look down as Jilly clicks through a photo gallery. “I don’t know—maybe they’re all really cool, well-adjusted people. Age is just a number; he wants his dad to find happiness.”

			Jilly glances up at me flatly. “Right.”

			“Why, Jilly Craig, I never took you for a cynic.” I grin at her. 

			Her eyes grow bigger. “I’m not cynical at all, just realistic. Look!” She points to a picture of Welmont Sr.’s engagement party. He has an arm around a glowing Fiona, and to the side, the camera captures Jr. and his wife, who are staring daggers at the couple. “When you get there,” Jilly continues, “you have to text me all the details. Spill the tea, gimme all the dirt. You’ve got my number, right?” 

			I nod and laugh. “Done.” I pause, and whispering, add, “Are you positive you can’t join us? I’m sure Clark would appreciate it as much as I would.” I look over my shoulder to make sure nobody’s in earshot. 

			“Why?” she whispers, also stealing a look down the hall. “Don’t you like him?”

			I feel my face warm. “I do like him, but we barely know each other and my well-meaning aunt has us going on a road trip together!” I frown and hiss, “With dogs!” 

			“Look at it this way. You’ll start early in the morning, and you can make the drive in one day. I made the reservations at the lodge—you have separate rooms. I emailed you the details. You see—nothing to be awkward about. You can play the license plate game while you’re driving. Or Twenty Questions!” 

			“So, you’re saying you for sure can’t join us.”

			Jilly tips her head in sympathy. “I can’t. It’s my mom’s fiftieth birthday and we’ve got family coming in from all over the country. I’m in charge of logistics. Uncle Tony can’t have a guest room anywhere near Uncle Bret, because Uncle Tony’s wife used to be Uncle Bret’s wife. That kind of thing. Did I mention my mom is one of eight kids? There’s a lot of drama to navigate.”

			I sigh and scowl. “Okay. I understand.” 

			“Listen.” Jilly takes one of my hands in both of hers. “You and I haven’t known each other that long either and we get along fine—it’s no different than you and Clark.” 

			I look at her. She’s one of the most easygoing and good-natured people I’ve ever met. I take in her clunky shoes and the pleated skirt that just hits her knees. Her hair is up in space buns—she looks like an anime character. She pulls off a look I could never, even when I was six. 

			She’s patting my hand like we’re besties, and I’m kind of thinking we are besties. I sigh. “You’re right, I’m being a big baby. It’ll be fine.”

			“Right?” She squeezes my hand and releases it with a bright smile. “Plus, the dogs will be there too.”

			I smack my forehead and drag my hand down my face. 

			Her phone rings and she answers happily. “Understated Elegance, this is Jilly, how may I direct your call?” She pauses and then sits up straight. “Oh, great! You’ve just delivered it?” Pause. She nods and says, “Got it, keys in the console. Thank you!”

			She ends the call and jumps up, then runs to the hallway and calls to Hannah, “The van is here!” 

			I hear Hannah’s exclamation of delight, followed by ­Toby’s happy bark and Fidget’s irritated one. Before I can blink, Hannah is in the reception area, followed by ­Toby, Fidget, and Clark. 

			“What’s here?” Clark asks me.

			“The van.”

			His lips twitch, whether at my flat tone or at the situation as a whole, I don’t know.

			Hannah, Clark, Jilly, the dogs, and I venture out in the parking lot, looking at what I must admit is a pretty nice news van. The body style is still its boxy original, and the side door is the old double door style, but everything within it has seen upgrades. Upon initial inspection, I note fine teak cabinetry to organize equipment and supplies, convenient places to charge devices, and beautiful leather upholstery. The center row has been replaced with captain’s chairs that are easily removed to allow for more interior space, and the more I look, the more convenient storage compartments and organizational details I see. 

			Perhaps the most significant thing I note—there are two dog crates in the back where a third row would usually be.

			The exterior is dark blue, with the words Understated Elegance painted tastefully on the door in gold. The subheading, in smaller letters, says, “Elegance off the Beaten Path.” 

			“Wow, Hannah!” I smile and decide that although I’d still rather Clark and I get plane tickets, a road trip in this van won’t be half bad. “It’s really great.” ­Toby jumps up into the van and I snap my fingers at him, giving him a grumpy thumb-jerk movement that has him jumping back down. Meanwhile, Fidget is standing at Clark’s side like an angel. 

			I glance at Clark, wondering if he’s feeling as awkward as I am. It’s an awfully intimate space to spend with someone you’ve known for one month. 

			“I lived in a lot worse conditions than this,” Clark tells Hannah. “It looks awesome.”

			Right, so Clark has been to war and probably isn’t feeling nearly as awkward as I am. Perspective, Daphne. This could be a whole lot worse. 

			I’ve had enough time to get used to the idea of traveling with the dogs and can even admit Fidget might fit the bill of “security force,” if for no other reason than she has scowling and growling down to a science. She definitely has my respect. I look at ­Toby, whose tongue is lolling out the side of his mouth with closed eyes as Jilly tickles under his chin. 

			“Come inside with me, Jilly,” Hannah says. “I need to see the invoices, payment records, and where you’ve filed them. I may be a bit scatterbrained, but wise bookkeeping is a must.” 

			Jilly smiles at her and they chat as they return to the building.

			Clark chuckles and I turn to him. He’s leaning against the van’s open door, hands in his pockets. His stance is easy, and I’m again struck at how comfortable he always seems to be. He appraises me for a minute, and I wonder if he’s noticing how jittery I am.

			“We don’t have to take the dogs,” he says with a smile. “I’m sure if we insist, Hannah will relent.”

			I sigh. “But you usually take Fidget with you on the road?”

			He nods. “I take her camping and sightseeing. She travels well, but ­Toby may not.” He shrugs. “He is a lot.”

			Hannah’s been so excited about this whole blasted project: the dilapidated warehouse and offices, the newly renovated van, sending me and Clark on this assignment. There’s joy in her expression every morning when she sees me at breakfast. I’d hate to ruin any of it for her.

			I swear under my breath. “­Toby listens to you. Maybe it won’t be so bad.”

			“He listens to you too; you just get flustered with him quickly.” 

			I shoot him a side-eye but concede the point. “Fair enough.” I pause, and then ask, “Do you think he’s trainable?”

			Clark folds his arms across his chest and his biceps bulge. I wonder how many times a week he does arm day. “He’s a smart dog. I think we could train him in no time. He’s already obeying simple commands.”

			 “Okay.” I rub my forehead and close my eyes for a minute. “I think Hannah really wants me to bond with him. You really don’t care if we bring him along?”

			He grins. “The more, the merrier.”

			“Seems like Fidget should have a say.” I look down at his dog, who returns my regard through lidded eyes. “I know, and I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I’ll get you treats.”

			She huffs an impatient breath and sits down next to Clark. The pavement is probably hot, since the temperature is climbing as the sun rises high in the sky. I don’t imagine Fidget is too comfortable in all her fur. 

			Clark straightens and with one last look, closes the van doors. “Hannah doesn’t do anything halfway, I’ll give her that.”

			We head back into the building and Jilly joins us with a bright smile. “The van looks amazing! Do you love it?” She grabs her phone. “Do you guys mind going back outside for a minute?” She lowers her voice dramatically. “I’m making Hannah a surprise photo album of her adventures here and I need a pic of you by the van.”

			We obligingly head back outside, and Clark and I pose next to the van. “We should have ­Toby out here too for the full effect,” I tell Clark as Jilly turns her phone to get a landscape view. 

			

			He laughs. “We’ll have plenty of pictures of ­Toby by the end of this trip. Jilly can add them to the adventure album.” 

			“Right.” I smile at Jilly. “I’m going on an iced coffee run in about an hour—can I bring either of you anything?”

			“Nothing for me, thanks,” Clark says and snaps his fingers at Fidget, who obediently trots alongside him as we head back inside.

			“Just get me whatever you’re getting,” Jilly says and asks for my Venmo info.

			I wave a hand at her. “You can get the next one.”

			She grins and swings open the door, holding it wide for us. “Oh, before I forget, I’ll be stocking the Mystery Machine with treats for your road trip! What would you like?”

			I smile at her enthusiasm, secretly delighted she’s calling the vehicle the Mystery Machine. “Diet Coke and chocolate.” 

			She nods. “Done. Clark?”

			“I’ll just grab some veggies and fruit.”

			“Whatever, let me get it! Give me a list of exactly which things you like. This is part of my job description, and it’s a lot more fun than some things I used to have to do around here.”

			“I’m curious and a little afraid to find out what you used to have to do,” I admit to Jilly as she pulls out a yellow pad and pen from the desk drawer. 

			She nods, her eyes wide as she scribbles on the page to make the pen work. “You should be both. My therapist is expecting a breakthrough any day now.”

			I laugh, but she looks up at me, blinking. 

			I swallow, sobering. “Jilly, that’s . . . that’s awful, I’m sorry.”

			She winks. “Just kidding,” she says with a laugh, and really, she’s too adorable to be mad at. “Truly, people were suing us constantly. The Monthly Expositor’s mindset was to ask for forgiveness, not permission. It never ended well.” She tosses the pen down on the desk and tries another one, scribbling again before a smile splits her face. “There we go. Now, Clark, what did you want me to get you?”

			

			She drags a list of fruit and veggies out of him, though he still looks like he’d rather just get them himself. I’ve already given her my requests, so I grab my phone, intending to read up on the resort we’ll be visiting. We leave the day after tomorrow, and I’m feeling mixed twinges of nerves and excitement.

			­Toby comes trotting out of the empty marketing office and does his little bunny hop thing that seems to indicate he thinks I’m up for a tussle. “No,” I tell him and head down the hall, side­stepping as he jumps on me. My victory at avoiding him is short-lived. His paw connects with the back of my knee, and I buckle. By the grace of heavenly cherubim, though, I do not fall down.

			“­Toby! Ow!” I’m scowling at the dog and glance up to see Hannah, who is smiling at us both like we’re squabbling toddlers. Any lingering thoughts I might have had about cutting ­Toby out of the road trip dissolve like mist. I can’t do it to her. 

			“Come, ­Toby,” Hannah says. “You can help me do some filing while Daphne works. Two days until the inaugural investigative trip!”

			“Awesome.” I smile at her and give her an impulsive hug. I’m anxious about the whole endeavor, but she’s Hannah. She’s the best.

			I make my way to my desk and organize the stacks of papers I’ve scattered everywhere. As I’m scooping everything together, a word catches my eye, and I wonder if I’m mixing my new source material in with the funky old files I’ve been perusing.

			Sasquatch.

			I look at the whole page, realizing it’s a newer article about our destination. A sentence about the lodge we’ll be visiting states that in the early days of the resort, it became famous for its Sasquatch sightings. They increased exponentially in the ’80s and then tapered off. That’s it. No additional details. No wonder I missed it the first time I read the article. 

			I look up at the far wall, staring at nothing. My brain is buzzing with a refrain on a loop in my head: Please please please please . . . 

			A Sasquatch sighting would be consolation frosting on life’s disappointment cupcake, and I do love the frosting best. My dreams are interrupted as Clark enters and stops.

			“You okay?”

			I look over at him and feel my smile spread. His brows rise, and I wonder if I look nuts. I blink and pull myself together. Old Daphne (read: Last Month’s Daphne) would have locked this tidbit of info away and never told a soul. New Daphne is embracing her wild side and her love of the weird. 

			“The resort we’re going to used to be famous for Sasquatch sightings!” I try to keep my voice even, but it lifts at the end. 

			His lips twitch and he watches me for a minute. I can tell he’s weighing his response. “Well, that’s really something,” he says, finally moving toward his desk. “I’m guessing you hope we see Bigfoot.”

			“Yes,” I state unapologetically. “I hope we see Bigfoot.” How about that! I’m owning my whimsy, and it feels great. 

			Clark smiles at me as he swipes his tablet open and takes a seat. “Daphne, I also hope we see him. There’s a sparkle in your eyes.”

			I flush. Because of course I do.

			“It looks a little manic, but still.” He winks at me.

			I stick out my tongue and crumple up a blank paper, tossing it at his head. 

			He catches it and tosses it back. ­Toby intercepts it before I can grab it and I sigh. “Clark, you’ve been all over the world, photographing everything under the sun. Haven’t you ever seen anything that defies rational explanation?”

			He stops scrolling his tablet and looks at me for a long moment. “I suppose there have been a few strange things here and there.” 

			I lean forward. “Like what?”

			

			His mouth lifts in a half smile and I swear an evil gleam enters his eyes. “I can’t spill all my stories right away.”

			“Oh, come on! Throw me a bone!” 

			He sighs. “Fine. One of the soldiers in the unit I was embedded with swore he saw ghosts everywhere we went.”

			I wait.

			“That’s it.”

			“But . . . did you see one?”

			“I did not. He was insistent, though. He wasn’t one for joking around much, so we mostly believed him.”

			“What did he say the ghosts were doing? Did they talk to him?”

			“They did, but he spoke only basic Arabic and said the ghosts often used local dialects he couldn’t understand.”

			“You’re mocking me.”

			He lifts his hands, palms out. “No lie. That’s what he said.”

			I sit back in my seat and clear my throat. “Well. That’s . . . thanks for sharing.” 

			He tips his head back and laughs. I barely keep myself from sighing at the sight of his strong throat, his broad shoulders and pecs beneath a vintage Rush concert T-shirt. His smile lights up his face, and it’s so contagious I can’t help but smile back. 

			Perhaps this trip won’t be so bad. My coworker is lovely to look at and has a dry, intelligent sense of humor, ­Toby is starting to listen when I get really firm with him, and I might see a real-life cryptid. 

			Maybe the proverbial sun is going to come out for me after all. 
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			Chapter 6 

			
			I harbor just enough superstition that I ought to know better than to make blanket statements to myself, especially when those statements might completely jinx my life. I cannot imagine what possessed me. The proverbial sun has not come out, and it has nothing to do with the fact that we are in the thick of the notoriously rainy Pacific Northwest. 

			It’s an eleven-hour drive from Reno to the Sasquatch resort, and we left at 6:00 this morning, thinking we’d roll up to the lodge by 6:00 p.m. Just in time for dinner and maybe even a little snooping around. Enough time for me and Clark to get the lay of the land. 

			So here we are, on the road—me, my hot colleague, and two dogs, and the van has broken down. Twice. The glorious Mystery Machine. So far, the only mystery is that it ever made it out of the parking lot. Thankfully, Clark seems to be a jack-of-all-trades, and a master of plenty of them. He was able to tinker enough to fix the problem the first time we came to a sputtering stop, and we were on the road again in fifteen minutes. 

			We got to the next town on the map, he double checked the blah blah—which is legit what my brain heard when he explained it to me—and we were on our way again. Now, we’ve been sitting on the side of the road for a good forty-five minutes. Clark’s got his head under the hood, cursing quietly and clinking tools around in the toolbox, and I’ve got both dogs on leashes so they can stretch and do their business. Fidget is eyeing both me and ­Toby in open hostility, but ­Toby is thrilled to be alive. 

			We’re on a lonely stretch of a two-lane highway, which is lined with thick green trees and vegetation on either side. We’ve pulled completely off the shoulder, and I’m hoping it’s enough that anyone who might come screaming around the corner will avoid hitting us. It’s early evening and there are storm clouds overhead, but it’s not raining yet. I’m glad Hannah insisted I bring a warm jacket—October in Washington is brisk, especially as daylight fades.

			I make my way cautiously to the front of the van and peer at Clark, who is doing an admirable job of keeping his temper in check. I think if our roles were reversed, I’d have heaved the whole toolbox into the road with a hideous roar by now. “Hey,” I say tentatively, “can I get you anything? Water bottle? Sandwich? A truck full of new tools?”

			He glances at me with a half smile. “Now that would be nice. Actually, I think we need a whole garage.”

			I wince. “Really? I’m sorry about this. I should have insisted Hannah let us fly.”

			He shakes his head. “It’s no big deal, I’m just having a hard time getting to”—he grunts and reaches down into the engine, turning his head to the side to extend his reach—“this one part.”

			I nod sympathetically like I know what he’s talking about. “You need to get it up on a lift?” I heard my dad say that once. 

			“Yeah.” He pulls his arm out and looks again at the puzzle before him. “Wait,” he says, brows furrowed as he rubs his forehead with the back of his wrist. “How far to the resort?”

			“Twenty miles.” I know because I’ve looked at my map app repeatedly, wondering how long I should wait before finally calling for roadside assistance. 

			“Okay. If I can twist the whirligig and patch it to the sparkinator, I think we can make it that far.” Again, not the words he used, but those are the ones I heard. “I’ll get a ride to the closest shop in the next day or two and figure this out.”

			“Awesome.” I offer him a smile and then get busy stowing the dogs back in their crates. Then I grab some wipes, a clean rag, and a bottle of water and return to Clark as a loud crack of thunder sounds overhead. I turn back around, grab one of two umbrellas Hannah stashed near the door, and open it to cover both me and the makeshift mechanic. 

			Fat raindrops descend, and I look around at the thick green undergrowth lining the sides of the road. It really does smell lovely, and despite the tension knotting my shoulders, I try to take a minute and smell the flowers. Or ferns, I guess. The darkness is quickly descending in full, and I’m hopeful Clark can maneuver the sparkinator (or whatever it is) into place quickly so we can get moving. 

			He tightens something in the engine with an efficient sounding grunt and looks at me with eyebrows raised, accepting the wipes I hand him to clean off the grease and dirt. “Cross your fingers.” He makes his way to the driver’s side, leans in, and turns the key.

			The engine sputters a little, but probably because I was crossing my fingers, it eventually catches and maintains a fairly steady rhythm. “Nice job!” I grin at Clark, tamping down on the bit of pessimism that wants to leak out of me at the sound of the engine struggling. I hustle back into the van, glad we can get moving now that the rain is coming down steadily. 

			“I don’t know,” he says with a grimly set jaw, but we buckle in, and he gingerly maneuvers the Mystery Machine back onto the road. “Send it good vibes to get us to the resort.”

			“Done. I’m a believer in the power of good vibes.”

			He nods and runs a hand through his hair, dislodging raindrops that slide down his neck and onto his shirt. I fumble in the snack bag Jilly packed for a small stack of napkins and hand them to him. He looks at me like he’s waiting for the other shoe to drop even as he extends his hand to take the napkins.

			

			“For your—the rain?” I point at his neck.

			“Oh, right.” He gestures with the napkins. “Thanks. Thought I must have food hanging out of my mouth or something.” He pats at the damp spots and gives me a nod, looking around for somewhere to put the napkins.

			I pass him the bag I’ve designated for garbage, rolling my eyes at myself. Stop trying to be helpful; if he wants to dry himself off, he will. I can’t help but feel like I’m making everything awkward. I offer him a new water bottle, which he takes with a murmur of thanks.

			“The guy I told you about, the soldier who saw ghosts,” Clark says. He smiles to himself as he flips the windshield wipers up a notch and then cracks open his water bottle. “I was on night patrol once with him and five others—he said something was lurking around us, and I never admitted it, but I could have sworn I walked through a cold patch of fog or something. Mind you, it was eighty degrees at the time.”

			My brows shoot up. “Wow! I hear lots of people associate unusual cold patches with ghosts.” 

			He glances at me, one side of his mouth quirked. “Funny how the mind plays tricks when presented with a suggestion.” 

			I narrow my eyes. “Had you ever heard of the ‘cold’ ghostly sensation before it happened?”

			“No,” he concedes with a smile. “And anyway, I thought you might find it interesting.”

			“Thank you very much. I appreciate your acknowledgment of the supernatural.”

			He laughs and glances at me. “That’s a stretch.” 

			We continue in silence, and I finish my chocolate bar. “Silence” is such a relative term, because even though Clark and I aren’t talking, the Mystery Machine is still making plenty of not-great noises. To cover my anxiety about it, I search around for something else to talk about. 

			“Clark, hmm? There must be a family tradition there. I’ve never met another ‘Clark.’ Not with that as a first name.” I smile. “And it’s funny that your last name—” 

			“—is also a first name,” he finishes. “I know. My whole life has been one clarification after another helping people figure it out.” He shakes his head, his smile rueful. “My parents were both professors back east. They married in their forties and adopted one child.” He points to himself. “I was their miracle baby, and their little ‘hero.’” He uses air quotes, and I think I might detect a hint of a blush on his face. “Clark Kent—Superman and all that.”

			My mouth drops open, and he looks at me like he’s expecting a big laugh. I’m picturing two lovely professional people opening their hearts to a baby and showering all the love in the world on him. I close my mouth, oddly touched. “I think that’s the purest thing I’ve ever heard.” 

			He tips his head back and laughs, and I catch my breath at the surprise on his face. I’ve heard him offer polite laughter and surface chatter since we met, but this seems like the first absolutely unguarded guffaw. 

			It’s delightful. 

			His eyes crinkle at the corners. “That’s the first time anybody has ever said that to me.” 

			“Well, it’s true!” I smile through my mock indignance. “I think your parents sound wonderful.”

			“They are wonderful. Truly amazing people.” His mouth twitches in humor. “But my entire legal last name is a mouthful—it’s a hyphenated version of both my mom’s name and my dad’s name.”

			He glances at me, one brow raised, but says nothing more.

			“Well?”

			He remains silent, his lips twisted in a wry smile. 

			“Should I guess? Okay, let me guess.” I purse my lips, thinking.

			He laughs. “You’ll never guess. My mom’s name is Donna Finkel­stein.”

			“I—oh wow.” I laugh a little breathlessly, not wanting to offend but practically choking on the bigger laugh I’m holding back. “That’s a lovely name.”

			“Isn’t it?” 

			“So, your full legal name is Clark Finkelstein-Henry?”

			He nods. “That is my full legal name. Lots of letters.”

			“But most of the world knows you as Clark Henry?”

			“Can you blame me? The shortened version is so much simpler.” 

			I frown. “But Donna must have an opinion about that. You’ve completely cut out her name.”

			He chuckles. “Donna saw the wisdom in it when ‘Finkelstein-­Henry’ wouldn’t fit on the back of my Little League jersey. Casually, I use the shorter version. But everywhere it matters, my full name is listed. I love my mom, and bearing her name has been worth all the bullying.”

			“Kids can be so mean.”

			He snorts. “So can adults.”

			“Also true,” I agree. “I hear more dumb jokes about my name as an adult than I did as a kid.”

			The rain outside intensifies, and Clark slows down to navigate a turn. He asks about my name’s origin, and I share my own story about my mom’s death and our bonding over Nancy Drew and Scooby-Doo. “She combined the best of both worlds, she said. My last name was Drew, so my first name had to be Daphne.” 

			He winces. “Twelve—that’s a hard age to lose a parent.” 

			“Hannah is my dad’s aunt—and he is great, but Hannah saved us. I owe her everything.”

			“Good people step in to fill the gaps,” he agrees. 

			I reach down for my water bottle just as Clark sucks in a breath and hits the brakes. My seatbelt catches and gags me, and I drop the water bottle with a loud clunk. My gaze flies up to the road in front of us, and through the rain, I see a blur disappear into the trees on my side of the car. 

			

			“What was that?” I gasp, my heart pounding. I realize I’m clutching the dashboard so tightly my knuckles have gone white. 

			Clark is silent and I look at him, noting his slackened jaw and wide eyes. “I have no idea,” he finally says. “A big animal. I couldn’t tell what it was, but it was in the middle of the road and then gone.” He frowns and looks into the trees where I saw the brown blur. 

			“A bear?” I wonder aloud. “A moose? A deer?”

			“Is that what it looked like to you?”

			I wrinkle my brow and stare through the rain at the side of the road. “It was too quick, and everything’s all smudged. I didn’t get a good look.” 

			“It looked—tall.” 

			“Tall?” 

			He chews on his lip, something I notice he does when thinking. “Yeah. Tall.”

			I look at him in confusion as he locks eyes with me. We’re sitting in the middle of the road, suspended in a really weird moment when I realize what he might be implying. “If you mean bipedal, I’m going to die of excitement.”

			He lifts a shoulder, his expression innocent. I can’t tell if it’s genuine or if he’s being funny. “We’re closer to the lodge now—only about ten more miles. Maybe the resort sends out a welcoming party. You did say it was originally famous for its Sasquatch sightings.” He looks in the rearview mirror and then straightens the van, moving forward again. 

			“Where, exactly, do you lie on the paranormal believer spectrum, Mr. Finkelstein-Henry?” I ask, finally retrieving my water bottle and settling back into my seat, heart still beating a little hard. 

			He smiles. “Is that an official means of measurement? The Paranormal Believer Spectrum?”

			“If it wasn’t before, it is now. Daphne Drew’s PBS test.”

			“I suppose I’m a logic person. A skeptic. However,” he concedes, “I did mention the ghosts in Iraq.” He laughs, and it makes my insides warm. 

			As we continue our way farther into the woods, I watch the foliage at the side of the road.

			The headlights illuminate a sign with a huge arrow labeled “Pacific Northwest Resort and Spa.” Clark follows the sign, and trees fold in above the road, giving the illusion of a dark green tunnel as we climb through twists and turns. I close my eyes and cross my fingers again as the engine makes a belligerent noise in protest; I’m convinced my crossed fingers are magic as the van eventually reaches a clearing that gives way to a parking lot.

			Just beyond the parking lot is the large hotel, which sits against the leafy and forested backdrop like a brooding mother hen. Clark pulls into a spot near the building, and we stare at it in silence as he kills the engine. 
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			Chapter 7 

			
			“Huh,” Clark finally says.

			“Wow,” I murmur. The building is made of enormous logs that are stacked together, and I can’t quite decide what it is about the structure that is decidedly off-putting. The stairs leading up to the grand porch where large front windows frame two huge doors should give the lodge a cozy feel despite the size, but all I can think about is The Shining.

			“It doesn’t look like the Overlook Hotel, but I’m getting the same vibe,” I tell Clark.

			“If I see creepy twins in the hallway. . .” Clark murmurs, still looking at the building. 

			“If you see creepy twins in the hallway, I’m sleeping out here in the van.” We are still looking at the building through the windshield that’s beginning to blur with rain now that the wipers are off. I imagine from the outside we look ridiculous. Frozen in one spot. 

			Clark turns his attention to me and I tear my gaze from the lodge. “I bet it’s really nice inside. Let’s get checked in. Can you manage ­Toby?”

			The dogs have been so quiet that for a few glorious minutes I forgot they were here. “Yes, I’ll manage him.” My tone is confident enough to cover my true feelings on the matter. I hope. 

			“I’ll get their food and bowls. We can take in the crates later.”

			I nod my thanks, lifting my travel bag but feeling a little guilty that Clark is doing more of the literal heavy lifting. He’s got his bag, his camera equipment, the dog paraphernalia, and now Fidget obediently on a leash. 

			A cold gust of wind showers my back with rain as I reach over to ­Toby’s crate and unlatch it, barely managing to grab him before he bolts from the van. I throw both arms around him and get a mouthful of white fur before gripping him hard and holding him at arm’s length. “Sit,” I growl at him, and I clip him into his leash even as I notice Clark has popped open an umbrella and is shielding us from the worst of the deluge. 

			Did he grow another arm? I look over my shoulder at him. “How are you managing—Ow!” ­Toby jumps down from the van and jerks forward, and I’m pretty sure my shoulder will pop from its socket before the trip is through. “Ha,” I call to ­Toby through the pain as he comes to an abrupt halt. “I shortened your leash, you little menace!” I continue muttering a few more words under my breath and hear Clark chuckle as he closes and locks the van and then walks with me toward the lodge, still managing all of his crap and the umbrella.

			“How are you so efficient?” I don’t mean for it to sound accusatory, but I’m sure my scowl doesn’t help as we reach the wide front steps. “Nancy Drew’s got nothing on you.”

			His lips twitch. “I’ve spent a lot of time having to be.”

			“You know, I pride myself on my organizational acumen,” I tell him as we climb the steps. “I’ve sort of made it my thing. But ever since I landed in Reno and met that dog, all of my hard-won skills have gone out the window.”

			He grins as he opens the door for me—how did he open the door?—and I brace myself against it, holding it open to a vestibule where mostly full umbrella stands are situated near the entryway. There’s a sign next to the stands that reminds pet owners to be responsible and clean up their messes.

			“No, after you,” I tell Clark, determined to stop feeling so useless. I pull on ­Toby’s leash and stare daggers at him just as the dog is about to step in front of Clark. He trots over to me and I’m very pleased with his obedience until he stops in front of me and shakes off the rain from his thick, white fur. Slow-motion droplets fly from his head, body, and tail, and they all land on me.

			Clark bites the inside of his cheek as he stashes the umbrella in one of the stands. He opens the inner door and holds it wide. “After you.” 

			I shorten ­Toby’s leash until he’s right by my side and hold it firmly as we walk through. The massive lodge lobby makes me forget all about my dog-rain-soaked pants and failed organizational skills. Multiple seating areas comprise the bulk of it, some with small tables near windows, and a large fireplace is blazing on the far wall. There are sets of doors leading to other rooms, bearing plaques I can’t see from here. 

			Clark enters behind me and bumps me forward a step. It’s only then I realize I’ve halted in my tracks, and I at least have the smug satisfaction of seeing Clark similarly affected. “Wow,” he says, “much friendlier in here.” 

			A massive chandelier made of animal antlers—elk? deer?—hangs from the second-floor ceiling over the lobby area. A mezzanine level looks down from above, which is lined with doors labeled helpfully with their room numbers.

			One of the rooms branching off the lobby is the dining room—laughter, chatter, and clinking of glassware suddenly registers with me, like someone only just turned up the volume. The thick, sturdy wood floors are beautifully conditioned, and the heavy-duty furniture positioned throughout screams “Mountain-­chic paradise.” Various animal pelts and trophy heads hang on the walls, completing the look. Maybe because I wasn’t raised around hunting, my appreciation for the décor might be lacking, but of one thing I’m certain: As much as this hotel salutes the Wild West, it also screams money. 

			To the right is a reservation desk, and Clark motions to it as I try to tear my gaze from an antelope head on the wall I’m pretty sure has made eye contact with me. Even ­Toby seems a little subdued. If it will keep the dog in check, maybe I ought to find an antelope head and start carrying it around under my arm. 

			Behind the desk is a young woman who looks like this might be her part-time college job. From the expression on her face, she’s either tired, which is entirely possible, or she hates it here. She’s sharply dressed in a crisp green-and-black checkered shirt, and a matching bandana is anchored around her dark ponytail. Since she’s behind the desk, all I can see is the waistband of her jeans and belt buckle, and I wonder if she’s wearing cowboy boots. I hear the clumping and clacking of shoes across the room and look to see a few other employees going about their tasks, dressed identically to the young woman. They are indeed wearing cowboy boots, and while I’m no connoisseur of Western wear, they look a little less expensive than the pairs I now see in display windows to the left of the registration desk. 

			I don’t like looking like a tourist, but I’ve always been a sucker for gift shops. I see a pair of turquoise boots in the window, and my determination to maintain my efficient, organized wardrobe of largely black, white, gray, and the occasional tan takes another hit. Accent pieces are sometimes an investment, after all, and when it’s money well spent on good, quality items—

			The grumpy reservation desk girl is saying something to me. It pulls me out of my thoughts and I blink. “I’m sorry?”

			Grumpy Girl looks at me for a moment. “Your ID?” 

			Clark nods toward the desk. “Reservation’s in your name.”

			“Oh!” I grab my wallet and hand the girl—Amy, according to her name tag—my driver’s license. 

			She clicks options on her computer for what feels like a half an hour. She looks at my ID and then squints at her screen. “Are you using the same credit card that was used to book the room?”

			“Yes,” I say slowly, my mind snagging on one word. “Both rooms.” 

			She looks up at me and slides my ID back across the glossy wood surface of the reception desk. “I need to see the credit card, and your reservation is for one room.”

			I fish out the company credit card Hannah made sure I had in my wallet (three times) before I left Reno. (“You kids pay for everything now with phones and watches. Do you even carry credit cards or cash?”)

			“We’ll need to reserve one more room, then,” I tell Amy firmly.

			She takes the credit card and compares it to the information on her screen. “We have a big wedding party arriving, and we’re almost booked as it is.” She looks up at me and slides the card back. “You’ll have to be satisfied with the one room.” Her gaze is flat, her tone matching. 

			“The problem,” I say and offer a smile, “is that this scenario works great for a Lifetime TV rom-com, but we’re work colleagues.”

			Her expression doesn’t change as her gaze flicks up to Clark and then back to me. I don’t dare look at him—I’m not sure how amusing he’ll find madcap silliness at the end of a long day where the company van has broken down twice.

			“Rom-com, that’s funny,” Amy says, not cracking a smile. 

			“Is there a sofa in the room? We can make it work,” Clark interrupts. His expression is pleasant, and those dang blue eyes are stunning. They must be working their sparkling magic, because Amy’s expression softens the slightest bit. 

			She looks back at the screen again and I see her scrolling. She’s distracted by voices down the staff hall and she looks quickly over her shoulder. Turning back to her computer, she pauses, pursing her lips. “There’s a suite on the third floor that hasn’t been renovated since the lodge was built. It’s still maintained and cleaned on a regular basis, however. Entirely suitable.” She lifts her attention to me, and I swear her eyes narrow a fraction as one side of her mouth curls into a smile. “There’s a lounge with a sofa bed and a bedroom with one queen. The bathroom has a large jacuzzi tub in the shape of a champagne glass, but as you’re here on business, not pleasure, I don’t suppose I need to elaborate the merits of that.”

			I think of a dozen snappy retorts, none of which will do me or Clark any good and may instead find us back outside in the van. “So, just to check,” I say instead, “by ‘hasn’t been renovated,’ you mean—” 

			“We’ll take it,” Clark says and thumps a hand down on the reception desk. 

			“Good.” Amy smacks a key on her keyboard, and a printer behind her spits out a paper. She slaps it next to Clark’s hand and says, “License plate, make and model of your vehicle. When that’s done,” she adds to me, “initial here and then here. This says you’ll pay for any damage made to the property by either you or your dogs, and this is your agreement to cover incidentals.” 

			I see Clark chewing on the inside of his cheek again and I don’t know if I’m relieved or irritated that he’s finding this funny. ­Toby is getting restless and starts pulling on his leash until Fidget growls at him and he sits back down. 

			Irritating note to self: Fidget is better at making ­Toby behave than I am. 

			I sign my initials where Amy points and say, “I’m assuming the cost will be the same as the originally quoted amount for the other room?”

			Her pause is marked. “Your new accommodation is a suite, of course.” 

			My pause mirrors hers. “A not-quite-renovated-suite.” 

			“With a large champagne tub.”

			I stuff my wallet in my backpack. “Will we at least get the complimentary rose petals and an iced bottle of bubbly?”

			“Okay,” I hear Clark mutter under his breath, and he takes ­Toby’s leash from me. “This way to the elevators, yes?”

			Amy smiles and it doesn’t reach her reptilian eyes. “Just around the corner, to the left of the stairs. The suite is on the third floor, clear down at the north end. The other rooms on the third floor are storage and staff quarters.”

			I match her smile with a tight one of my own and turn on my heel, marching after Clark and the dogs. “How much do you want to bet,” I hiss as I get to the elevators first and stab the up button, “that she’s put us in a storage closet!” 

			Clark looks at me and I swear I can see comments spinning in his brain while he selects and discards one after another. He purses his lips thoughtfully as we enter the elevator and he selects the third floor. The dogs sit at his side, and even Fidget eyes me warily. 

			“‘Rose petals and iced bubbly’?” he finally says, one side of his mouth lifting into a smile, and I notice a dimple. Of course he has a dimple. “Pretty sure we’d have to pay a lot extra for that.”

			I lean back, my backpack resting against the wall as the elevator moves. I feel a headache settling between my eyeballs and I put a hand to my forehead. “I need to have Hannah check the account immediately to see how much she’s getting charged.” 

			“Hey,” Clark says, and I drop my hand, looking at him. “We’ll figure it out. Hannah won’t get overcharged; we’ll make sure before we leave.” His tone is steady, and his eyes are really blue. There’s a calmness about him that even the dogs seem to sense. My eyes catch on the scar on his neck, and I wonder again if he got it in the Middle East. Has he had to do a lot of work since then to arrive at such a zen state? Maybe he’s always been super calm. 

			I feel like a diva. “I don’t like it when things don’t go as I expect them to.” I’ve spent time with a counselor who suggested it’s because my mom died when I was young and I had no control over it. I figure she was probably right.

			He smiles and leans against the wall across from me. He’s holding the dogs’ leashes loosely, but they sit at his feet, calm. Once again, as I try not to look him up and down like an employee who should be directed immediately to HR for a mandatory harassment seminar, I note the ease he seems to feel just being himself. 

			“It’ll be okay,” he says quietly. “We made it safe and sound, we’ll do a great job for Hannah’s first issue, and we’ll be home before you know it.” 

			I take a quiet breath in through my nose and release it through softly pursed lips. I nod at him and manage a smile. “Thanks. I—I’m not usually so intense, things have just been so . . .” 

			“Haven’t turned out like you expected them to?”

			I laugh a little. “Yeah.”

			“Happens to the best of us.” There’s a note in his voice that catches my attention, but I don’t know exactly what it means. The bell dings as the elevator stops and as we exit, he points to the left. “North.”

			“Sure. North.” I have no idea if we are headed north or straight into Dante’s inferno, but I follow his lead down a long hallway with orange-and-yellow patterned carpet and matching doors. It is eerily silent. There are no TV sounds from behind the doors, no chatter, no running of feet. 

			“Probably the staff are all busy downstairs,” Clark says as we reach the end of the hallway. 

			“I’m sure that’s it,” I agree as Clark takes the regular key and fits it to the lock. “Looks like they really haven’t renovated the suite if that’s how we open the door.” 

			He shoves it open and I catch my breath at the cold air that rushes into the hallway.

			Clark smacks the wall until he finally locates a light switch and illuminates the space. “Huh,” he eventually says. 

			I nod. “Wow.”
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			Chapter 8

			
			I stare at the spacious room, moving slowly inside with the dogs as Clark crosses to a row of windows on the far side, two of which are open. 

			“This explains the cold air,” Clark says as he pulls the windows in and latches them. “And this puddle of rain on the floor.” He studies the windows and then turns his attention to the room itself, which I’m still coming to grips with.

			I take in the chandelier, the plush blue carpet, and the enormous gold velvet sofa sectional that could comfortably sleep me, Clark, and both dogs. Opposite the sofa is a wall of built-in shelves and cabinets with ornate detailing along the trim. The far wall contains a fireplace, surrounded by mirrored tiles, which are decorated with gold paint marbled across the surface. Mesh screens close over the recessed area, which contains an iron grate to hold actual wood logs. The whole focal point is topped off with a large peach-colored faux-marble hearth. Adjacent to it is a full bar made of dark oak, complete with barstools upholstered in orange leather. The far right of the mirrored fireplace wall contains a door, and I’m assuming that must be the bedroom.

			“Built in 1972,” Clark observes with a contemplative nod, “and maintained in pristine condition.”

			“This looks like someone’s idea of a presidential suite fifty years ago,” I say, setting down my backpack and looking for a thermostat. “It seems pretty swanky compared to the rest of the lodge.” I find a dial on the wall near the door and give it an experimental turn, glad to hear a heating element engage somewhere. 

			There’s a small table and some chairs to the left of the entry, and beyond that, a door. I wander to it and peer inside the room, finding the champagne-glass–shaped tub. It sits high off the floor—the rim of the thing is taller than my head—on a pedestal with curved stairs leading up to it. “I found the tub,” I call out, my voice echoing through the room, which is tiled and wallpapered in complementary baby-blue floral designs.

			The vanity continues the ornate theme of gold filigree and gilt-edged mirrors, with two sinks, and clean towels and soaps. The toilet paper roll has been fashioned to a tidy point, ready for guests. 

			“Did we get the rose petals?” Clark says as he nears the room, and he stops short behind me.

			“I don’t know,” I say, looking again at the underside of the enormous champagne glass, “because I haven’t climbed up there yet.”

			“I suppose we should be glad it’s solid white and not clear.” 

			I choke on a laugh. “There must be a shower in here too,” I say, still laughing and looking around, but find no additional corners or hidden doors concealing anything other than linen and cleaning supplies. 

			He stares slack-jawed at the tub again. “There’s really no shower?”

			I shrug. “There’s really no shower. This is weird though, right?” I ask as we leave the room and I head for what I assume is the bedroom. “It’s like a time capsule in here—it’s obvious they clean and maintain it, but do they book it all the time?”

			“I don’t know. It’s not a novelty they advertise on their website.” 

			The bedroom is much the same, with a fireplace that aligns back-to-back with the fireplace in the main room. The floor of the hearth is made up of flat tiles that lie even with the plush carpet, ensuring no stubbed toes as a person walks by. I flip on an overhead light to see mirrored sliding doors that cover a large closet, and the bedside tables are wood veneer, hexagonal in shape, holding matching lamps that are made of thick orange glass with fringed shades atop. 

			It’s fully dark outside and a little unsettling. I turn on a bedside lamp and flip off the overhead light, crossing to the windows and hoping to find a pull-down shutter. There are sheer curtains on either side of the window, but nothing more substantial. I close them, but all it does is make the dark a little foggier. 

			“Great,” I murmur, turning on the other bedside lamp. “Even three floors up, I just know I’ll open my eyes to see something creepy outside the window, watching me sleep.”

			Clark pops his head in the room and sees me eyeing the window. “You’ll be okay in here?”

			“Sure, of course. But I’m fine on that gold limo out there in the lounge if you’d rather have the bedroom.”

			“No way, I’m staking my claim on the limo.” This is his nice way of making sure I take the room by suggesting he’d rather sleep on the couch. It’s very polite, and I do appreciate it, but still feel bad about having more privacy than he does. 

			“I really don’t mind,” I try again, “and don’t worry about chivalry and all that. You’re welcome to the bedroom.”

			He shakes his head and goes back into the lounge, saying over his shoulder, “I wouldn’t sleep at all being so far away from the hallway door. Plus, I’m a pretty light sleeper on the best of nights.”

			He heads for the dog supplies, setting out their food bowls and putting their leashes on a small table by the door. The dogs have busied themselves sniffing the perimeter of the place, and since they’re not barking or looking all hackles-raised-disturbed, I figure we’re okay. 

			I wander to the large bank of windows in the living room and look out into the night. The view showcases the back of the property, which is thick with foliage, but a string of lights over the large porch and patio area illuminates some of the grounds despite the poor weather. Tall outdoor space heaters are lit and glowing red, but even with the large umbrellas encircling them, the temptation to venture outside hasn’t lured any of the guests.

			I examine the windows, looking for blinds in here too, but just as in the bedroom, there are only sheer panels that cover the glass. It’s largely ineffectual, but on principle, I close them anyway.

			“Kind of like sitting in a fishbowl,” Clark says behind me.

			“Have you ever read Salem’s Lot?”

			He grins. “Oh, yeah. It’s all fun and games until you see vampires at the window.” 

			I blow out a puff of breath and look out the windows again. I see my fuzzy reflection in the glass through the curtains, arms folded tightly. 

			Clark moves to our bags, handing me my backpack, but I still feel like I’ve been dumped into a parallel universe.

			He looks up at me. “You okay?”

			“Yeah, yes.” I shake my head and swallow. “I think I’m hungry. Should we see how late the dining room is open?”

			“Sounds good.” He motions with his head to one of the built-in shelves along the wall. “I think I saw an official-looking pamphlet over there.”

			I find the hotel information brochure on the shelf and check my watch against the hours listed for the dining room. “We have another hour to eat downstairs, otherwise room service is available until 1:00 a.m. and again at 5:30 a.m.” 

			I open one of the cabinet doors along the wall to reveal a large TV. “Well, how about that?” I ask Clark and throw him a grin over my shoulder. “This looks brand new. I was expecting to see something three feet thick.” 

			He glances up at me as he places his phone and wallet in his pockets. “Ms. Amy at the reception desk clearly pulled a fast one.” He shakes his head with a smile. “Guests probably aren’t supposed to be anywhere on the third floor.”

			“You think?”

			

			He lifts a shoulder. “Something about it feels different than the other floors.” He gestures to the room. “Aside from the obvious.”

			“Yeah. I feel like we should be preparing for a pre-­dinner social with the Nixon administration.” 

			He laughs and nods toward the bar. “How good are you at mixing drinks?” 

			I grimace. “Not great. I do make a good cup of tea, though.”

			“Perfect. I’ll hit you up for some in the morning.” 

			“Really? You strike me as more of a black-coffee-in-the-­morning sort of person.”

			He gives me a wry smile as he snaps for the dogs, who join him to get leashed up. “Bleeding ulcer. Gotta baby myself, now.” 

			“You had a bleeding ulcer?” I stare at him and take ­Toby’s leash. “Are you okay now?”

			He chuckles and nods. “Totally fine, just have to watch everything I eat or drink. Also have celiac on top of it, so my options are sometimes limited.”

			“That’s why you gave Jilly such a nutritious snack list for the drive. I thought you were just really conscientious.” 

			“I am,” he says as we step into the hallway, and he checks that the door locks behind us. “Conscientious because I have stomach issues.”

			“Aggravated by stress?” 

			“Yeah, partly.” He shrugs and his smile slips a little. 

			I’m curious about the source of the stress—his experiences overseas, maybe? I can see in the set of his shoulders and his sudden interest in untangling Fidget’s leash that it’s the most we’re going to discuss the subject, and now I feel like it was actually kind of pushy of me to have even asked. Rather than try to fill the space with chatter, I stay quiet and head with him down the hall.

			Unfortunately, the hallway is still and eerie, the repeating pattern of carpet and evenly spaced doors stretching before us into eternity. 

			

			“You’re right,” I say quietly as a light near the elevator blinks once, “there’s something funky about this floor.”

			“I wonder if there’s another suite on the south end.” Clark points to the far end of the hallway, and we pause only a moment before continuing on to investigate. When we reach the last door, I’m surprised to see a plaque bearing the name, “Bigfoot Suite.” 

			Clark chuckles. “We don’t have a plaque on our door. That seems unfair.”

			I try the door, which is locked, and then put my ear against it. “I’m dying to know if this room was also kept unrenovated.”

			He gives me a half smile and we turn around, heading back to the elevators. “I think your mother was very perceptive when she named you.”

			“Or is it a chicken-or-egg situation? Maybe I’m nosy because she named me after an amateur sleuth and a rather clueless cartoon character who solves mysteries.”

			“I wouldn’t call Daphne ‘clueless.’ Especially in the newer shows, she’s an investigative journalist. Hey!” He nudges my arm. “Your mom really was prophetic.”

			I roll my eyes but laugh as we reach the elevator. “I picture you as an adventure-show kind of guy. How are you so familiar with the cartoons?”

			“I watched them while convalescing in Germany. They’re surprisingly mood-lifting.”

			I want so badly to dig for the full story, but he doesn’t offer anything further and I again remind myself to respect his space. The wall sconce by the elevator blinks out and then lights up again while we wait for the elevator. I eye it warily, and Clark nods at it. “My clairvoyant buddy said that’s one of the sure signs of ghost activity. Blinking lights.”

			I give him a side-eye. “You becoming a paranormal believer?”

			“Just keeping an open mind.” 

			I glance at the flickering light again and punch the down button two more times. As much as I want to believe ghosts are real, my nosiness often wars with my innate cowardice. I’m relieved when the car finally arrives, and the doors swing soundlessly open.

			By the time we reach the main floor, we’ve decided that Clark will take the dogs out to do their business and grab their crates from the van while I find seating for us in the dining room. As he heads out the front door, I spy Grumpy Amy at the reception desk in an intense discussion with a man in a suit. She sees me and nods to the guy, who looks up, his face a thundercloud. He makes a parting comment to Amy, and I see the notable effort he makes to put a pleasant expression in place. 

			“Ms. Drew, is it?” he asks as he approaches me.

			“Yes.” I do a quick once-over of the man. From my online digging, I recognize him as Gerald Stanley Welmont Jr., the owner’s adult son. He’s decked out in an expensive suit and carefully coiffed hair, and as he extends his hand to shake mine, I note gold cuff links. From my research, I know he is in his late fifties, but his hair doesn’t contain even a strand of grey. He has an awesome stylist. He also spends time at the gym—his shoulders fill out his suit coat, and he appears very trim and fit.

			He smiles, but it’s tight. “I’m Stanley Welmont; my family owns the resort.” 

			He looks over his shoulder at Amy, who throws an angry smirk our way. “I’m afraid Miss Babcock has mistakenly assigned you a woefully inadequate suite of rooms. I hope you’ll allow me to rectify the situation. I’m sure we can manage another room—you require two, I understand.”

			Three people enter the hotel then, stomping off the rain and laughing as they head for the reception desk. I hope for their sakes that their reservation is ironclad. I silently wish them a better time of it with Ms. Babcock. 

			“I—the rooms themselves are fine,” I tell Mr. Welmont. “In fact, the lack of a shower is the only genuine complaint.” The more I think about the large space for the dogs to sniff around that the ’70s suite provides, the more I feel like it might be a better fit than a normal room. I smile and give him a little wave. “Don’t worry about it, really. We don’t need different accommodations.” 

			“Oh, Ms. Drew, I insist. I can’t imagine what the girl was thinking; I don’t know that the Sasquatch Suite is even on a regular cleaning rotation. Nobody has requested it in years. It was the suite my parents always stayed in when we visited for the summer.” He smiles, but it looks pained. 

			It’s called the Sasquatch Suite? This is excellent. I consider telling him that although the accommodations are fine, we are missing the nameplate outside the door. “It actually looks like it was just cleaned,” I reassure him. “Please don’t trouble with it. Clark and I are just here to cover the wedding, so if you have members of the wedding party that need rooms, they should take priority. Amy mentioned a lot of people will be arriving tomorrow. Including your father, right?”

			He nods absently. “Yes, but you and your colleague should enjoy the accommodations here too. I would hate for you to be denied the benefit of our wonderful renovations.” 

			Clark returns with the dogs just as the trio of guests leave the reception area with room key cards in hand. “We got the last room!” one of the three gushes to the others. “I told you we were on a lucky streak!”

			Stanley Welmont’s jaw tightens, and he looks like he’s holding back a tirade as he glares again at Amy.

			Clark joins us, and I make the introductions. “Mr. Welmont, this is my associate, Clark Henry; Clark, Mr. Welmont’s father owns the resort. He was concerned about any inconvenience with us having been assigned the Sasquatch Suite.” I drop that with a straight face.

			“Oh, the Sasquatch Suite,” Clark says to Mr. Welmont, brows raised, but tone smooth. 

			“I told him it’s just fine, especially as the rooms are now all officially booked. In retrospect, it’s probably better to have the bigger space for the dogs anyway. So it’s all worked out for the best.” 

			

			Clark nods. “No trouble at all. I am curious about the third floor,” he continues, and I see his eyes snag on the ostentatious cuff links Mr. Welmont flashes as he runs a hand through his hair. “Are those rooms ever booked for guests? It seems so quiet up there.”

			Mr. Welmont shakes his head, then checks his watch, looking distracted. “The third floor is mostly used for storage.” He looks at Clark and I swear his cheeks are flushed. “I’m sure you see why I was upset about you being given those rooms. It really doesn’t capture the grandness of the Pacific Northwest Resort and Spa.” 

			“Do you ever book the Bigfoot Suite for special occasions?” I ask, digging for information on the suite at the south end of the third floor. “The Sasquatch Suite is a delightful time capsule. Is the Bigfoot Suite the same?”

			He runs a hand through his hair again, looking more distracted than ever. “No, it hasn’t been maintained the same way. We use it to store old furniture and the things we didn’t want to get rid of when we renovated.”

			“How fun!” I grin at him, my curiosity growing. Now I’m wondering how I can get a key to the locked room.

			“Put your mind at ease, Mr. Welmont, we’re not offended or put out at all,” Clark reassures him. “The rooms are clean, and there’s working Wi-Fi and a TV. We’ll be just fine.” 

			Mr. Welmont straightens his jacket and appears to collect himself. He smiles and gestures to the dining room on the left. “At least let us comp your meal. I insist.”

			“Thank you, that’s nice.” I smile.

			“I’ll take the dogs up and be right back,” Clark tells me. “Then I’ll go back to the van for the crates—­Toby’s is a little unwieldy.” He turns to leave, and Mr. Welmont flags down a passing porter. He gives the man instructions to wait by the front door for Clark to return and then give him a hand carrying up the dog crates. Clark nods his thanks, although I’m pretty sure he’s biting his tongue to keep from insisting he can handle it himself.

			“Please notify me at once if you need anything,” Mr. Welmont says to me as he leads me to the dining room. “I cannot apologize enough.”

			I’m getting a little tired of reassuring him that everything’s fine, but I do it again as we pause near the entrance. A hostess smiles at us and says, “Hello, Mr. Welmont, just you and your guest this evening?”

			“No, no, I am escorting Ms. Drew until her companion arrives.” 

			“How great it must be for your family to enjoy such an important event,” I tell him as we follow the hostess.

			Stanley gives me a look, distracted and maybe a little confused. 

			“Your father’s wedding?”

			“Oh! Oh yes, certainly.” His smile is polite and false.

			The tables are largely occupied, with people enjoying after-­dinner coffee and dessert. The hostess directs us to a small table near the windows overlooking the back of the property. Stanley instructs the girl to have the server speak with him before taking my order, and then he makes a show of seating me with a smile. 

			“Do enjoy your meal,” he says and gives me a perfunctory bow that seems to sit uncomfortably on his shoulders. 

			He finally leaves, and I watch him cross the room, speak to waitstaff, and then he makes his way back out to the lobby, where I can only assume he’s going to get mad at Grumpy Amy again.

			I’m still looking out into the lobby when Clark arrives and joins me at the table. “Everything okay?” he asks, looking around.

			“Yes, just wondering why Mr. Welmont is so flustered about our temporary residence in the Sasquatch Suite.” 

			He shrugs and picks up a menu. “He knows we’re publishing an article about the wedding and taking pictures. Probably wants to be sure we leave with a favorable impression of the place.”

			Our server makes his way over and we order our food—soup and a large salad for Clark, a burger and fries for me—and we fall into a companionable silence for a while. The rain falling on the dark foliage outside the window is hypnotic, and fatigue from the long day finally catches up with me. I glance at Clark, who is yawning and rubbing a hand through his hair.

			Our food arrives, and we eat mostly in silence. I tune out the chatter in the dining room until something murmured at the table behind me catches my attention. I don’t turn around and look at them but remember spotting two elderly women seated there when I entered.

			“I’m just saying it’s bad timing for Gerald, that’s all. That police detective was here for an hour this morning and I heard him suggest there was no reason for an investigation.” The woman pauses, and I picture her sipping her after-dinner coffee. “The manager told me the maid has been missing for a week—surely she’s just run off somewhere. She’s not a child. Adults go off all the time and families get into a tizzy thinking they’ve disappeared for good.”

			“This one doesn’t even have family,” the second woman says, her voice lowered. “It’s her friend who works at the reception desk who noticed she’s not been at work for her shifts.”

			“Oh, that one! Heavens, a more unpleasant young woman I have never in my life met.”

			(I have to agree with her if she’s talking about Grumpy Amy.)

			“She’s the manager’s daughter, did you know?”

			“I’m not surprised,” the first woman answers. “I don’t know how else such a rude person could keep a job at a reception desk.” She sniffs and I hear her cup clink against a saucer. “Either way, this is horrible timing for Gerald. With that detective wandering around, it will only throw a pall over the wedding.”

			“A wedding I still can’t believe he’s going through with. Stella must be turning over in her grave . . .”

			They continue gossiping about their good friend, Gerald, and Clark catches my eye. His mouth ticks up in a smile and he leans closer to me. “Sounds like they were hoping Mr. Welmont would choose one of them instead of a twenty-four-year-old Olympic artistic swimmer.”

			I bite the inside of my cheek. We continue our meal, and my mind keeps snagging back on the first part of the conversation I overheard. Words like “detective” and “missing woman” are like catnip, and I know I have to figure out a way to get more information out of the gossipy pair. For the article I’ll be writing, of course. Small details enrich the larger picture. 

			“What are you thinking about?” Clark asks me, eyeing my face over his water glass as he takes a drink. 

			I blink. “Nothing in particular.”

			He leans close again and whispers, “Not even about a possible mystery in the making, right here under our noses?”

			I raise a brow and huff at him. “And if I were? It’s human nature to be curious.” 

			He studies me for a minute and then gives me a slow half smile. It’s more like a smirk, really. “Daphne Drew,” he says quietly, his voice a low rumble that works its way into my chest. “I’ve known you for a month and have not once seen your eyes gleam like they did just now over that conversation.” He angles his head toward the older women. 

			I scowl. “Well, that’s a ghoulish observation. As if I find joy in a person’s disappearance.” The fact that he’s spot on makes me squirm a little. 

			“Not joy, precisely, but you’re like a hound on the scent of the hunt.”

			My mouth drops and my scowl deepens. “I am not any such thing,” I hiss. I pause, and add, “You’ve seen how I am around dogs.” 

			He eyes me flatly as he takes a bite of his food and thoughtfully chews. “You’re not clueless, Daphne. You know what I mean.” He scoots his chair a little closer. “It seems to me like your job with Hannah on her new magazine is an equally beneficial arrangement for both of you. Your heart, however, lies back in New York with your degree in investigative journalism and forensic science.”

			I shift in my chair. Drat the man, he’s absolutely right.

			He drops his voice again. “You can’t tell me that conversation,” he gestures with his fork, “wasn’t like dangling a water bottle before a man stuck in the desert.” 

			I drop my hands in my lap with an exasperated sigh. “What is your point, O Wise One?”

			He grins. “My point is that I am about to make a bet with you.”

			I’m wary. “What kind of bet?”

			“I bet that tomorrow morning over breakfast, you’ll ferret out more information from those two women about the missing maid.”

			“That’s a bet you’d lose,” I tell him airily. I don’t tell him he would lose it because I plan to speak to the two women tonight. “What do I get when I win?”

			He narrows his eyes at me in thought. “If you win, I’ll ask around about the resort’s history of Sasquatch sightings.”

			“And if I lose?”

			“If you lose, you have to let ­Toby kiss your face in public and tell everyone he is your soulmate.” 

			I smile at him, smug. “Tomorrow at breakfast?”

			He nods. 

			“You’re on. I can’t possibly wait until breakfast. Get ready to do some Sasquatch sleuthing.” With that, I stand up, put my napkin on my seat, and turn around. “I am so sorry to interrupt,” I say to the two startled women, “but I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation.” I gesture to an empty chair at their table. “May I?”

			I hear Clark’s quiet laughter behind me.

			The women nod, but eye me a little warily. 

			“My name is Daphne, and I’m here to cover the wedding for a magazine article. You’re wedding guests, right? You mentioned something about a missing woman? A maid?”

			They exchange glances before the one on my right says, “I’m Lydia, and this is Barbara. We were friends with Mr. Welmont’s first wife, Stella, and have kept in touch with him through the years since her passing.” Lydia looks at Barbara again before adding, “We just want Gerald to be happy.”

			

			Barbara leans forward. “This missing woman business will not be good for the resort or for Gerald’s reputation. It will be like 1980 all over again!”

			From the corner of my eye, I see Clark rise and motion that he’s going up to the room. I nod and turn my attention, now fully snagged, back to Barbara. “1980? What happened then?”

			Another conspiratorial glance at Lydia and Barbara leans even closer. I can’t help but lean in to join her. “In the early eighties,” she says, “when Stanley was a teen, the family often hosted parties here. Without any warning, Sasquatch activity on resort grounds exploded like wildfire one year and continued for about four summer seasons. Stella worried sick about the business—credible, reputable guests began avoiding the resort, and the place was inundated instead with crackpots and conspiracy theorists.”

			Lydia frowns and nods her agreement.

			“Did either of you ever experience odd activity here during those summers?”

			The women exchange a glance before Barbara reluctantly nods. “I saw a tall, hairy looking man one night from my room on the second floor, and that night, several guests reported that rocks had been thrown at the exterior walls. Some even hit the windows. I’m not saying I believe all the nonsense, but I checked out the next day and didn’t return until recently, after the renovations were made.”

			Lydia winces. “Felt like a betrayal of Stella, but we couldn’t very well remain somewhere danger lurked. Reservations fell so significantly that the resort closed for several years until Stella passed and then Gerald developed a new business plan. Decided to return to the original idea of a high-end resort and spa in a beautiful setting. The renovations were extensive and took nearly two years to complete, but I think Stella would be proud.”

			“And no more Bigfoot activity in recent years?” 

			The women exchange another glance, both uneasy. Barbara sniffs and straightens in her chair. “Rumors, nothing more. I’ve been here for two days and haven’t seen anything.” 

			

			“You don’t think the missing maid has anything to do with Bigfoot, do you?” I ask.

			“I don’t think the missing maid is any of our business,” Barbara says. “But for the record, I think Kinley Spellman just decided to quit and not come back. Her friend at the reception desk was probably overreacting when she reported it. Regardless, I hope it doesn’t ruin the wedding for poor Gerald.”

			I thank the women for their time and make my exit, promising to visit with them when I’m gathering quotes and interviews for the wedding article. I make my way to the elevator, my head spinning with thoughts of a missing maid that Grumpy Amy knows well, Bigfoot activity severe enough to shut down the resort for a time, and the Welmont family right in the middle of all of it.
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			Chapter 9

			
			“Okay,” I announce to Clark bright and early the next morning, “here’s your tea, and I’m going to review our itinerary for the day.” I open the sheer curtains in the lounge area, even though the action doesn’t provide additional light. It makes me feel better, though. 

			Clark cracks open an eye as he runs a hand through his hair and props himself up on one elbow on his gold couch bed. “Good morning, Ms. Drew,” he says with a wince and a yawn, his voice gravelly from sleep. He takes the mug I hand him and he just looks at me. “I’m still asleep. You make me drink this right now and I’ll choke to death.” 

			I sigh and sit down. “I tried to sleep in, but I was too antsy.” My leg bounces up and down, punctuating my statement. “I’ve taken the dogs out for a walk, and they’ve had their breakfast of kibble and, well, more kibble. I also had breakfast. When you’re ready, we’ll head down so you can get something to eat and so we can be there for the arrival of the wedding party. I’m hoping to catch the bride early enough that I can interview her before the festivities.” 

			“You’ve embraced the mission, I see,” Clark says as he sets his feet on the ground and rests his elbows on his knees. He rubs his eyes with one hand, still holding the mug with the other. “What pre-wedding festivities have been planned?”

			“Well.” I clasp my hands together. “The bride’s favorite holiday is Halloween, which is nearly upon us. There will be a costume party tomorrow night and”—I wince—“I found an invitation under the door this morning for us. Apparently the hotel manager, Bobbi Babcock, is also in charge of running the wedding and all of its activities.”

			He blinks slowly. “Too bad we forgot our costumes.”

			“About that.” I chew on my lip. 

			“What?” His voice is still all deep and dreamy from sleep, and his hair looks really good in an I-just-woke-up-like-this kind of way. 

			“So apparently, Hannah and Bobbi Babcock are friends from years back. That’s how she got us this assignment. They spoke yesterday on the phone, and when Bobbi told Hannah about the costume party, Hannah took it upon herself to rush order costumes that will arrive tomorrow morning.”

			He takes a breath. “How bad can it be? We won’t be Tarzan and Jane, right? It’s a little cold for that.”

			“No, not Tarzan and Jane. More like Daphne and Fred.” I roll my eyes. “I’m sorry. I dressed up like Daphne for a dance one year and my boyfriend was Fred. It stuck in Hannah’s brain as the most charming costume ever, and she actually kept part of my outfit in storage.”

			His brow lifts. “She’s sending your original costume? Does she have the boyfriend’s also?” He pauses. “Was he as big as I am?” He gives me a look over the rim of his cup and takes a sip. 

			I swallow, waiting for him to wink or laugh. He does not do either. 

			I clear my throat. “Well, was high school Clark as big as post–high school Clark?”

			There’s a trace of a smile in his eyes. “Absolutely not.”

			“It should not come as a surprise, then, that my high school boyfriend’s Fred costume would not fit you now.”

			He nods as if confirming something and turns his attention back to his tea. There’s something smug about his expression I’m choosing to dismiss.

			

			“At any rate, Hannah is sending both costumes from an online store. My original tights had a big run down the leg, and the wig got all snarled at a party.” 

			“Oh?”

			I wave a hand in dismissal and move on to the important things. “It’s really crowded downstairs now—people are checking out so the maids can get the rooms ready for the wedding guests who will soon be checking in. I’ve been doing some digging on the staff here; while I’m talking to the bridal party, I’ve got someone for you to talk to, too: resident Sasquatch expert, Dr. Greg Miller. He teaches at a local college and visits the resort at least once a week. He’s got a small office downstairs and has been spending time here since he was a kid.”

			He sits back and rolls his eyes. “That was the world’s dumbest bet.” 

			I grin at him. “I would agree, but I don’t want to be rude.”

			“And what is it I should learn from this expert?”

			“Oh, I don’t know, anything about the history of our hairy friend and his dealings here in the area.”

			He eyes me evenly. “You’re only making me do this because you know how much I don’t want to.”

			“It’ll be good for you,” I tell him, trying and failing to not laugh. “Besides, you were going to make me kiss ­Toby in public and declare him my soulmate.”

			He smiles as though remembering the stakes of our bet and being newly delighted by them. “Did you learn anything from Martha and Gertrude last night?”

			By the time I turned in last night, Clark had the dogs settled and lights off but one lamp near the door. I’d fallen into my bed and was out before my head hit the pillow, before I could tell him anything about the Sasquatch sightings.

			“Their names are Barbara and Lydia, not Martha and Gertrude, and I did learn a few things of interest. One of the resort’s maids, Kinley Spellman, hasn’t been to work or her apartment building for a week. Grumpy Amy is her friend, and she was the one who reported Kinley missing. Also, the resort has had periods of time with intense Bigfoot activity that scared guests enough to close down here for a time.”

			 I frown and continue. “Of course I’m intrigued with the paranormal stuff, but I can’t help but feel my attention should focus on Kinley Spellman. It could be that she’s been in an accident. While I was out walking this morning, I learned that the property drops off at the northeast corner. It’s like we’re sitting on a hill with a cliff on one side. The trees and foliage are so thick it’s hard to tell, but I can imagine someone walking off the edge and disappearing.” I’m tapping my pen in a quick staccato against my yellow legal pad.

			“That adds to the mystique,” he mumbles and blows cautiously over his mug of tea. He eyes my hand and says, “It’s pretty clear you’ve already had your caffeine allotment for the day.” He takes a careful sip and raises one eyebrow at me. “This is awesome.” 

			“I know, right?” I smile brightly. “I went to the kitchen and requested a tea blend that has no caffeine, low acidity, but plenty of antioxidants. I got really into tea my last year of school.”

			He salutes me with the mug and another yawn. “Tastes like milk and a little sugar mixed in?”

			I hold up a finger. “Oat milk, certified gluten free, no dairy. And just a splash.” I give him a bright smile, and then scowl, remembering his caffeine comment. “I have natural energy in the mornings, I’ll have you know.”

			He raises a brow. “You’ve had no caffeine at all today?”

			My knee bounces all by itself. “Two shots of espresso in my latte.”

			He lifts both brows.

			“Maybe three.”

			He smirks. 

			“How do you know I’m not a morning person?”

			“I’ve seen you in the morning for weeks now. You’re never this chipper.”

			

			I sigh. “We have a lot to do, and I have a good feeling about the day. I slept well, there were no vampires at my window last night, and I didn’t hear any suspicious activity outside our door. I think we really are mostly alone up here on the third floor.” I cross to the bar where we left our snacks last night, grab a Diet Coke, and return to the sofa, cracking open the can.

			His mouth slackens, and then he studies me contemplatively. “I reserve the right to confiscate that if you start running up and down the hall.”

			I wave a hand. “I need a beverage in my hand at all times.”

			“You should have that analyzed.”

			“Mmm,” I say after taking a sip of my soda. “You’ll be happy to know that there is a handheld showerhead in the champagne tub. It’s a little awkward, but better than trying to navigate the faucet alone. The hardest part is keeping the water from flying out everywhere. They should put up a round shower curtain.”

			He smiles through a little laugh. “That would ruin the champagne aesthetic.” 

			“You’re right. Wouldn’t want it to look weird in there or anything.” 

			“What else is on the agenda?” Clark motions toward the tablet sitting in my lap. He eyes my bouncing knee and Diet Coke can but refrains from further commentary. I make a point of clamping my hand down on my leg to hold it still. 

			I pause. “You know, Grumpy Amy scowled at you less than she did me. Maybe I should change the terms of the bet and have you talk to her about Kinley instead of talking to Greg Miller about Sasquatch.”

			He rubs his face and the back of his neck. “Neither prospect is particularly appealing.”

			“Let’s stick with Greg Miller, then. I’ll quiz Amy later.”

			He looks at me, brows drawn for a moment in confusion. “Wait a minute—you got up and walked both dogs? At the same time?”

			

			“I did.” I lift my chin. “And you didn’t move a muscle because they didn’t bark or make a ruckus to wake you.”

			He nods, impressed, and I feel a ridiculous sense of pride. 

			“We should probably contact a local garage to work on the Mystery Machine,” I say.

			“I’m sure there’s something close by. I’ll do some calling around later.” He stretches and stands, and I note his pajamas, which are a well-worn T-shirt and shorts. The kind you keep forever because they’re soft and comfortable, and even when the logos fade and the seams start to rip, they remain at the top of your all-time favorite clothing list.

			“Don’t wait for me if you want to get downstairs,” he says as he grabs his backpack and makes his way to the bathroom.

			I realize I’ve been watching him walk across the room, wondering how long his T-shirt and shorts have graced his dresser drawers at home. College leftovers? Casual civilian wear when he got home from overseas? I wrinkle my brow, thinking. He was a photojournalist embedded with a platoon—does that mean he was part of the military? These are the things I need to know because they’re part of the whole story, and when I don’t have the whole story, I either make up my own filler or go crazy.

			I drop my gaze to my tablet and sigh through my nose. Being with someone in such a normal-life setting—getting ready for the day, having tea, making casual conversation—is oddly not normal when you’re starting to really like someone, and I feel awkward. Like I’m too aware of myself and the unusual situation and wishing I could appear unaffected—even though I am totally affected.

			“Here’s hoping I don’t slip and fall on these stairs,” Clark says as he closes the bathroom door.

			So, of course, I now envision him slipping and falling on the champagne-tub stairs, with me none the wiser while he bleeds out on the vintage ’70s tile. 

			I finish my soda and walk to the windows, looking out over the vast expanse of forest and thick growth. Although it’s raining, the view is absolutely stunning. There are shadows here and there, pockets of mystery under various trees and leaves, and I find it strangely compelling. 

			I tell the dogs to stay put, feeling kind of bad that they’re sitting with wagging tails by the door. “Later,” I promise them and grab my bag. My phone rings as I’m leaving the room. It’s Jilly, and she’s FaceTiming. I answer it with a smile as I step into the hallway and lock the door behind me. 

			“Hey, you!” I say. “How’s hot Reno?”

			“Good,” she says, grinning, “how’s cold Washington? You guys settled in okay? Got all the room confusion figured out?”

			“We’re enjoying the retro amenities of the Sasquatch Suite,” I say, but then pause at the length of hallway stretching before me. “Look at this,” I whisper, turning the camera so she can see the hallway. “It’s creepy every time.” 

			“Woah,” she says and laughs. “Maybe you should take the dogs with you for protection.”

			“I have a feeling ­Toby would hide behind me if there was an emergency.” I start walking, turning the camera back around. “It’s really unnerving. Clark says if he sees creepy twins, he’s out of here.” 

			She laughs again. “If either of you see creepy twins, I’ll book you the first flight home!”

			I near the elevator and the light on the wall blinks out again. I curse under my breath. “He also had a clairvoyant friend in the military who could talk to ghosts. Well,” I amend, “some ghosts.”

			“Only some?”

			“Claimed he couldn’t understand every dialect,” I mutter and decide to take the stairs. 

			Jilly snort laughs now, and I find myself grinning wryly as I wind my way down three flights of solid, heavy wood stairs. Each landing showcases a stretched-out animal skin—some with heads—and Jilly’s laugh cuts short.

			“Is that a bear on the wall?” 

			

			I look over my shoulder. “Yes. Yes, it is. One of many faunae that I’m assuming are local to the region. Look, this is the lobby.” I flip the camera again and pan the room and then face her. “I mean, even if you don’t hunt, it’s a pretty impressive lodge.”

			“Wow!” She’s walking across a parking lot I recognize as Hannah’s warehouse property. 

			I hurry to move out of the way of people who are milling around the hotel, and I see mostly families with children of all ages. Some are small enough to still be cute, and then there are preteens and teens who look like they’d rather be anywhere but here. 

			“We got here too late last night to see the spa and the sports bar downstairs. There’s a gift shop, too, with an awesome pair of turquoise boots—” 

			“Say more right now.”

			“I’m really tempted. I mean, I don’t know that I can pull them off, but—”

			“Daphne, you can pull off whatever you want to! Seriously, who’s going to tell you not to wear turquoise boots?” Jilly is truly comfortable in her own skin, and I admire her confidence.

			“Nobody, I guess. Not sure when I started worrying so much about what people think.” I chew on my lip, wondering what happened to the confident college graduate who was going to take the world by storm less than six months ago. Actually, I know exactly what happened to her; she got jostled a little and then folded like a house of cards. “How’s Hannah?”

			Jilly grins. “Lovely and wonderful, as usual. She’s deciding which company’s bid is best before she’ll renovate the building here.”

			“I’m hoping she’ll stay true to the original theme.”

			“I think she might. Your aunt is so cool.” I can see that Jilly’s holding the phone and her latte in one hand while she lets herself into the office, where she sits at her desk and drops her bag to the floor. 

			“Horoscope time!” she sing-songs, and I can tell she’s scrolling her computer. She does this every morning, and more often than not, I’m pretty sure she fabricates mine to sound really good. “You’re a Pisces . . .” 

			I smile and find a chair in the lobby by the back wall of windows and sit, deciding to wait for Clark. The patio is just outside, and I imagine in the summer, when not raining, it’s probably a lovely spot to hang out. “Let’s hear it. What do the stars have in store for me?”

			“It says, ‘Pisces, stop holding yourself back! Your natural inclination is to embrace life’s whimsy! Take a leap and embrace the possibility of losing yourself in something new.’”

			“It does not say that!” 

			“What? It totally says that!” She whips her phone toward her computer and then back again, way too fast for me to read. “I think it means you should buy the turquoise boots.”

			“Okay, I’ll take a leap. Embrace the whimsy.” I laugh and add, “You have a good day and hug Hannah for me.”

			“Will do. Oh, and one more thing! After your text about Sasquatch last night, I did a little research on the resort and there’s an article in a Bigfoot hunters’ brochure, published in 1985. It talks about an increase in certain pockets of the U.S. and mentions the Pacific Northwest Resort and Spa as an area of ‘intense and frequent anecdotal sightings, and possible abductions.’ Hopefully, that’s stayed consistent and you’re right in the hot zone.”

			“That lines up with what I learned last night!” I grin and realize my leg is bouncing again. Probably shouldn’t have had that Diet Coke. 

			“What does Clark think of Sasquatch?”

			“Oh, he’s Mr. Cynic.”

			Jilly laughs. “Good luck with that.”

			An altercation near the entrance to the staff hallway catches my eye and I sit up straight. Grumpy Amy is reading the riot act to a man in an ill-fitting blazer. I wonder if he’s the detective Lydia and Barbara were telling me about last night, the one who’s investigating Kinley Spellman’s disappearance.

			“Jilly, I’ll call you later,” I mutter and crane my neck to see around the people walking through the room.

			“Okay, bye!” she calls as I disconnect. 

			I quickly make my way through the crowded lobby, smacking only two preteens with my backpack, which I consider a win. Amy is at the entrance now, holding the door to the foyer open as Ill-Fitting Jacket makes his escape. “She has nobody!” Amy is hiss-yelling after the man. The front door closes behind him as he says something about his hands being tied.

			A woman I recognize as the hotel manager approaches at a quick pace and grabs Amy’s arm. “What are you doing?” she asks in a loud whisper.

			Amy yanks her arm free and shoots daggers with her eyes. “Leave me alone, Mom!” She looks like she wants to say more but sees me and takes off down the staff hallway.

			The manager, Bobbi Babcock, is the spitting image of Amy, twenty-ish years down the road. Her cheeks are pink with embarrassment as she looks at me, but I offer her my hand as a distraction.

			“I’m Daphne Drew—I understand you and my great-aunt, Hannah, are friends?” 

			A smile spreads across her face. “Daphne, of course! It’s lovely to meet you, and yes, Hannah was like a mentor for me right out of college. I hope you’ll let me know if there’s anything you need for the wedding article.” She checks her watch. “In fact, Mr. Welmont Sr. and the group should be here in an hour. The itinerary for early afternoon will include a bridal meeting in the ballroom—I hope you’ll join us!”

			“I’d love to.” People continue to mill around, and Bobbi seems distracted. “Please, don’t let me keep you from your duties,” I tell her. “I’ll find plenty to amuse myself with.”

			She smiles at me and places a hand on my arm. “You are sweet. I’d love to sit down later and chat when things are a little less hectic.”

			She melts into the crowd, and I wait for a beat before making my way to the staff hallway. I pause, debating. Amy clearly doesn’t like me, but something’s not right around here, and she seems to be fighting a battle by herself. I tell myself that altruism is the reason I want to interfere, but truthfully the thought of missing Kinley is now playing on a loop in my head, and I can’t shake it loose.

			Amy has disappeared, but nobody else is in view either so I walk down the hallway toward the door at the end labeled “Staff Break Room.” There’s a rectangular pane of glass in the door showing a kitchenette complete with a fridge, a microwave, countertops, and cupboards. I can see Amy inside, pacing between the fridge and a round table. 

			Feeling brave, I give a perfunctory knock and crack open the door. Amy looks up at me, angry, with red-rimmed eyes. 

			“What do you want?” she says. “Nobody but staff allowed in here.” 

			“Do you have a minute? I’d like to talk to you about Kinley.”

			She puts her hands on her hips and stares at me. “Are you a cop?”

			“No.”

			“Wait, you’re a reporter,” she sneers. “You want some good content, is that it?”

			I slip into the room and close the door behind me but remain near it so she doesn’t think I’m trying to corner her. “I am a journalist, but with an emphasis in forensic science.” I pause and feel my cheeks heat. “I’ve spent a lot of time studying missing persons cases, and I know it can be frustrating when an adult disappears because police don’t seem to be able to do much.”

			She looks at me for a moment and then finally sinks into a chair at the table. She doesn’t invite me to join her, but she doesn’t throw me out, either. I quietly pull out a chair across from her and sit. Her gaze lifts and she eyes me, saying, “You probably just want info for a podcast. Everyone gets all obsessive about crime, so the killer gets all the attention. The victims are forgotten.”

			I wince internally. Am I not guilty of exactly that—putting together a podcast that could be viewed as exploitation? I lean forward and slip my bag off my shoulder, letting it fall to the ground. “I did propose a podcast to someone, but my plan was to dig into cold cases.” I pause, my brows drawing together. “The last thing I ever want to do is hurt victims or their families. I just . . .” I open my hands like I’ll find the answer there. Amy will sniff out insincerity in a heartbeat, so I go for honesty.

			“I like solving puzzles, mysteries. I hate it when things are unresolved or unanswered. It eats at me. My mom died when I was young—it wasn’t a violent death, but I know what loss feels like. Being insensitive is something I try to avoid at all costs.” 

			Amy is silent for a moment, looking at me. I know she’s weighing her options. She finally sighs and braces her elbows on the table. She rubs her eyebrows and drops her hands. “The detective said that since Kinley is twenty-seven years old, she can go anywhere she wants. She might have decided to ‘take a break.’” She emphasizes it with air quotes.

			“At some point they have to take her disappearance seriously, though. Have you been to her house?”

			She nods. “I have her spare key. She has a cat she would never have left behind. I’ve been going over to feed her and change the litter.” She bites her lip, her eyes bright. She shrugs and looks hopeless, and I want to help her.

			“Does Kinley have any enemies?”

			Amy hesitates. 

			I’m tempted to fill the silence, but I let it ride. 

			Amy finally nods slowly. “I don’t know that you could call him an enemy, exactly, but I’m afraid she may have confronted him about something.” She frowns. “She wouldn’t tell me what it was about.”

			“Who did she confront?”

			Amy studies me for a moment before replying. “Stanley Welmont.”
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			Chapter 10 

			
			I stare at Amy for a long time, unsure I’ve heard her correctly. “Stanley Welmont, as in Gerald Stanley Welmont Jr.?”

			“Yeah.” 

			“And Kinley wouldn’t tell you what it was about?” 

			Amy shakes her head. 

			“How long ago was this?”

			“About ten days ago. I remember the night specifically because we were supposed to go to a bar near her apartment. She was mad after talking to Stanley, and I think”—she bites her lip and pauses—“I think she was scared. Said she threatened him and regretted it. Either way, she cancelled our night out.”

			I sit back in my chair, thinking. “He seems like a pretty intense guy. He wasn’t happy with you last night when you gave us the Sasquatch Suite.” I fight a smile as she looks at me, sheepish.

			“You were condescending, and it bugged me. Plus, Stanley made a point to tell me he wanted that suite this week. So, I figured, he wants the suite, he’s not getting it. Two birds, one stone.” 

			I frown. “I wasn’t condescending.”

			“Then you need to work on fixing your face. And your tone.”

			I scowl. “It had been a long day, and our van broke down twice, plus the guy you put me in a room with and I are new colleagues.” I hear myself making excuses and close my mouth. 

			She smirks, but it seems like a friendlier smirk than the ones she’s given me to this point. 

			I think back to my conversation with Stanley. “He seemed really irritated when I told him we liked the suite and didn’t want to change rooms. Does he usually stay there?”

			Amy shakes her head. “His wife doesn’t like it. When Stanley was a kid, he stayed there with his parents, but lately he’s been nosing around up there every chance he gets.”

			“Maybe he wants to be sure Clark and I have a favorable opinion of the lodge since it’ll be included in the article about the wedding. He implied he wants us to have the ‘full resort experience.’”

			She shrugs. “My mom and Uncle Greg worked here when they were all kids, and the whole theme was Bigfoot. Mom said Greg and Stanley were obsessed with making the resort famous for Bigfoot activity when they were teens.” Amy rolls her eyes. “He’s weird—he likes to throw his wealth and status around, but then he also wants the resort to be a hive of Sasquatch activity to draw in people he says are nerds.”

			“It must have been pretty cool back in the day.” I hope I don’t sound wistful, because Amy clearly thinks a Bigfoot themed resort does not sound cool.

			“When my parents got divorced, my mom got the manager job. She had vacationed here as a little kid and worked at the reception desk as a teen, so she’s well qualified. We moved in to save money and we’ve been here ever since. The renovations were still ongoing then. The Sasquatch Suite”—she rolls her eyes again—“and the Bigfoot Suite weren’t renovated. Gerald Welmont especially wants to keep the Sasquatch Suite original in honor of his first wife.”

			“I’m guessing he doesn’t vacation with his new fiancée in the suite.” 

			“Ha, no,” Amy scoffs. “But it’s not like she’s a diva or anything, she’s actually really nice. Even though he doesn’t use it, Welmont Senior still requests the Sasquatch Suite be on the regular cleaning rotation. We used to do the same with Bigfoot Suite until we started using it mostly for storage.” Her brow wrinkles. “Last month, Kinley requested the third-floor rotation. At the time I figured it was because nobody ever stayed in it, so it’d be easier to clean than the regular guest rooms, but she took it in addition to the second-floor rotation she already had.”

			“Would it have meant more money?”

			“No, that’s the weird thing. She wasn’t swapping out rooms, it was just more work.” She sighs. “She doesn’t have any family, and I don’t think her dad had much money—they had to sell their house and move into an apartment right before he died.” Her brows draw together. “I don’t think he was in his right mind at the end. Talking about crazy things and singing weird old songs. Was obsessed about solving a fifty-year-old mystery. Rambled constantly about Uncle Greg and Stanley.”

			Something clicks in my head. “Dr. Greg Miller? That Uncle Greg?”

			Amy nods. “He’s my mom’s older brother. She tagged along with Greg and Stanley so much when they were kids that they bullied her.”

			I frown. “That’s not very nice.”

			“Nope. Neither are they.” She closes her eyes and sighs.

			I think about Amy’s missing friend and ask, “And you definitely don’t think Kinley might have decided to quit and leave without giving notice?”

			“Not a chance. She said a few times that she wanted to quit, but that she couldn’t until she found a lottery ticket. Then she could leave.” 

			My ears perk up. “What sort of lottery ticket, do you think? Like, a real one?”

			Amy shrugs. “I don’t know, maybe?”

			“And the police didn’t question anyone here about Kinley’s possible whereabouts?”

			She scoffs. “The cop asked Stanley, who told him Kinley put in for vacation time and that’s why she’s gone.”

			“You’ve confronted him about it?” I’m starting to wonder if Amy may not be as much in-the-know as she thinks. Perhaps Kinley is sitting on a beach somewhere or visiting a national park.

			“First I checked with my mom about Kinley’s scheduling requests. She did not put in for vacation time. I cornered Stanley about it, and he lost it. Said my mom was a liar, and that Kinley had been trespassing in the Sasquatch Suite—that she was lucky he hadn’t fired her.” Amy rolls her eyes. “She was cleaning the Sasquatch Suite, not trespassing. He’s an idiot.” 

			Thoughts are swirling in my head. Stanley Welmont suddenly wants to stay in the retro suite on the third floor even though his wife doesn’t like it. Kinley requests a cleaning rotation on the third floor for reasons Amy doesn’t understand. Kinley confronts Stanley about something, and now Kinley is missing.

			“What did the detective say to you about Kinley? Did he ask any questions of the staff?”

			“Yeah, barely. I even showed him her locker—her clothes are still in there from when she changed into her maid’s uniform last week. He didn’t even really look. I told him she’d been scouting out the old pictures downstairs in the sports bar, too, not to mention trying to find the stack of old newspapers my mom keeps in the Bigfoot Suite. He didn’t want to hear any of it.”

			I frown, thinking. “Why would she have been looking at old stuff downstairs? And the newspapers? She never said?”

			Amy shakes her head. “Said she needed more information. That whatever she had was ‘incomplete.’ The only thing downstairs are pictures of the lodge when it was first built. And the Bigfoot Suite just has a pile of newspapers from the seventies and especially stuff about the Bigfoot sightings in the eighties.” She sighs. “Kinley didn’t trust me, I guess. She didn’t trust anyone. And now she’s gone—maybe she was right to keep everything to herself.”

			My heart is thudding again. Was Kinley looking for something that put her in danger?

			I study Amy for a minute. “You mentioned she still has things here in her locker. Would you let me look at them?”

			

			Amy chews on the inside of her cheek before finally nodding. “Can’t hurt. Nobody else is going to help. You’re an investigative reporter?”

			I nod.

			“Since the cops won’t believe me, I guess you’ll do. Come on, the lockers are in here.” She moves to a door on the far wall and gestures to me. “Not supposed to let anyone in here, so be quick.”

			I follow Amy, and she looks over her shoulder before motioning to me through the door where I see a wall of lockers. She leads me to the middle of the row where “Kinley Spellman” is written on masking tape.

			“It’s not even locked,” she says with a shrug. “Feel free to look through it, and I’ll sit in the break room. I can warn you if anyone’s coming.” She studies me for a minute, and I wonder if she’s doubting herself in trusting me.

			“I’ll be careful,” I tell her. 

			She finally leaves me alone with the lockers. Is this the level I now stoop to? Rifling through the belongings of missing people because I hate an unsolved mystery? It’s more than that, really, and I know it is. It’s a hard enough punch in the gut when people die of natural causes; to lose a loved one or friend and not know why? That’s cruel, and it rankles under my skin.

			I peer in Kinley’s locker, patting my side for my phone to snap pictures to review later. In the locker is a T-shirt and jeans, a jacket, a pair of running shoes, and a baseball cap. 

			My temper flares a little as I wonder how this case isn’t being treated as foul play. Everything Kinley had with her for the day is still here. If the theory is that she just left without giving notice, then that’s sloppy in the extreme. She’d still have been wearing her maid’s uniform, and presumably not the cutesy Halloween short-skirt version. Nobody would have assumed she was doing anything but working for the day.

			I frown and reach into her jacket pocket, where I find a set of two small keys on a Las Vegas key chain that look like they’d unlock house doors. I look on the top shelf and don’t find a phone or wallet, which isn’t a surprise—she probably had them on her when she disappeared. Then I reach for her jeans and check the pockets, feeling both guilty to be rooting around in someone’s stuff and sad that this is what’s left to mark her existence at the resort. In the right front pocket, I pull out something folded in half. I open it to see a picture of a young teenage girl I’m assuming is Kinley with a man she clearly resembles. They’re posing for the picture, looking awkward. Kinley kept it. Somehow that makes it all the sadder. 

			The back pocket holds another scrap of paper, and I pull it out. My heart skips a beat as I unfold it.

			Come suite Josephine in my flying machine 

			and we’ll jump, jump down, to never be found.

			Birds of a feather, they don’t burn together

			In a Coop two feet and one Bigfoot more.

			The handwriting is a firm scrawl, masculine in appearance—though that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Anyone could have written it, but my brain wants me to believe it’s her father’s writing. The paper has been opened and creased repeatedly, and the corners are bent and discolored. I’m betting it’s been in her pocket for a while.

			I hear voices in the break room and my heart leaps. I refold the paper and picture, clutching them tightly while easing the locker door closed, very slowly. Amy is talking loudly, and I carefully step back against the wall nearest the door and hold my breath, hoping that whoever she’s talking to will leave soon. 

			I realize it’s her mother, Bobbi, and she’s asking Amy to cut her break short. “I really need to check on her,” Bobbi is saying. “The whole party just pulled up and I bet she’s a nervous wreck.” 

			“She shouldn’t marry into a family of jerks, then.” I hear Amy’s chair scraping as she stands. Something gets tossed in the garbage can and I hear the door close as they leave.

			I breathe a sigh of relief and wait for a few minutes before peering out into the hallway and leaving the break room. When I near the reception area, I find it full of newcomers that must be the wedding party. I shake myself to refocus my thoughts on the job I’m actually supposed to be doing here. I’m not here to solve a mystery, I’m here to write an article about a quirky wedding. 

			Amy is behind the reception desk, and she gives me a nod. I return the gesture, deciding I’ll wait to show her the stuff I found in Kinley’s pockets. The picture and note are still clutched in my fingers, and I quickly tuck them into my bag, zipping it carefully. 

			“Hey,” a low voice says just behind my shoulder, and I jump before realizing it’s Clark.

			Clark’s brows crease as he looks at me. “You okay?”

			“Fine,” I tell him and move closer, lowering my voice. “I found something belonging to the missing maid, and I got some interesting information from Amy.”

			Now, his brow lifts. “You’re friends with Amy?”

			“More like reluctant associates. She let me look in Kinley’s locker and I found this.” I show him the poem and picture of Kinley with her dad. “I don’t know what the poem means—it’ll take some thought.”

			“The police didn’t take the locker stuff as evidence?”

			“No, in fact, the detective isn’t taking Amy’s requests for an investigation seriously, so I think I’m her last resort. We are, actually.” I elbow him in the side and smile.

			He’s instantly wary. “What did you have in mind?”

			“I need you to do some digging in the sports bar downstairs. I have to get my hands on some old newspapers.”
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			Chapter 11

			
			Clark and I keep to the sidelines as laughing people spill into the lobby, several with dripping wet umbrellas. The rule-following nerd in me wants to point out the umbrella stands they just passed in the foyer. 

			“And there he is,” Clark murmurs to me as an older man who can only be Mr. Gerald Stanley Welmont Sr. comes into view. A man well into his eighties, he’s trim and fit, handsome like his son, and he takes in the resort lobby with a satisfied smile. He’s followed by several adults and a variety of young children who must be with their wedding-guest parents. 

			Bobbi Babcock deftly makes her way to Mr. Welmont and offers her hand. He clearly has known her long enough and well enough to brush aside the hand and give her a hug instead. She laughs, delighted, and then waves in the crowd, giving quick directions to the reception area and Amy Babcock, who scowls at the lot of them. 

			Mr. Welmont puts his arm around a young woman at his side and says to Bobbi, “You remember my wife-to-be, Fiona Lindley.”

			Fiona is even prettier than the pictures I looked at with Jilly. She is also younger than her fiancé by at least six decades. She’s close to my age, and the cynic in me wonders if Mr. Welmont really thinks Fiona is marrying him for love. But then she looks up at him with adoring eyes—if she were a cartoon, there would be hearts sparkling there—and he pulls her close and kisses her forehead. 

			

			I watch the reactions of others in the group and fairly quickly determine who belongs to whom. The woman observing with a frozen half smile is probably Stanley’s wife. She’s a good two decades younger than her husband, probably in her thirties. Marrying younger women must run in the family. 

			There is also a middle-aged woman who’s beaming at the happy engaged couple. I’m guessing she is probably Fiona’s family. 

			“Oh,” Fiona says to Bobbi and reaches back, pulling someone forward. “This is my bridesmaid, Crystal Flannery.” Crystal resembles Fiona—they could be sisters—even down to the hairstyle, makeup, and clothing. 

			“They look like twins, but they aren’t!” Mr. Welmont exclaims. “People tease me all the time about mixing them up.” He laughs at the hilarity of it and shakes his head.

			The women both smile, but Crystal side-eyes Mr. Welmont. 

			“Lovely to see you both,” Bobbi says and then holds out a hand to the reception desk. “Let’s get you folks settled into your rooms! Ms. Lindley, suppose you and I meet in an hour or so to discuss event details?”

			Fiona nods. The older woman who resembles Fiona pushes forward and adds, “Evie Lindley. I’ll be there also. Mother of the bride, you know.” 

			The group moves en masse toward the reception counter, and I notice two women doing some serious eye rolling behind Mrs. Lindley’s back. They’re the same age as Mrs. Stanley Jr., and I wonder if they’re her friends or just family acquaintances. They each have a couple of younger children who are spinning around them like they’re dancing around maypoles until one of the women snaps her fingers at a woman standing off to the side with a mound of luggage. The woman—must be their nanny—calls to the children, who reluctantly make their way over to her. 

			Mrs. Stanley Jr. eyes the melee and flares her nostrils. It’s clear she doesn’t want to be here, and I’m not surprised she didn’t come up a few weeks early with her husband.

			

			I look at Clark, who is also observing the dynamic among the guests. “The claws are out,” he remarks quietly. 

			The crowd doesn’t move much, and I glance ahead to see that Bobbi has wrangled another employee into Amy’s position behind the counter. I look around, but don’t see my new kind-of-friend anywhere. 

			Bobbi sees me and Clark and motions to us. When we reach her, she introduces us to the key members of the wedding party and finishes with, “Daphne will be sitting in on our planning meetings, since she’s writing about the wedding. Clark, you should snap some photos, too!” 

			I affix a smile to my face, thinking that sitting in on wedding plans is the last thing I’d ever choose to do when there are mysteries afoot. I say, however, “That sounds great!” 

			“Let’s meet at 11:00,” Bobbi says, “after you’ve all had a chance to freshen up and get something to eat.” 

			The major players disperse, to the accompaniment of loud children and a few yipping dogs.

			My brain starts compiling information and slipping it into categories for the magazine article. “Editorial meeting?” I ask Clark, hoping for some feedback on coordinating pictures he thinks will be a good fit.

			He nods. “We need to let the dogs out for some air, anyway.”

			The elevator is, of course, being used, and there are suddenly swarms of people on the stairway. Clark points to the far side of the lobby where a doorway extends to a different hallway containing what looks like a staff elevator. That elevator is also occupied, so we move to the door marked “stairs” next to it.

			We’ve just pulled open the door when we hear a loud expletive echo in the stairwell, followed by a quick shushing sound. Clark and I both look at each other and freeze in place. 

			“I need access to that suite!” The voice is definitely male and trying but failing to keep his voice down. Clark and I share a look then soundlessly step into the stairwell. Clark very slowly and silently closes the door behind us. “You said you would figure it out!”

			“I can’t do anything about it now, I already tried.” I recognize Amy’s voice.

			“Put them somewhere else!”

			“Where?” Amy’s voice rises in frustration. “In one of the maid’s chambers? We are literally full, Stanley. The President of the United States could show up today and I would have nowhere to put him.”

			“Don’t be dramatic,” Stanley snaps. 

			“I’m not being dramatic! I want to know why you told the detective that Kinley is taking time off. I think we both know that’s not true.”

			There’s a pause, and then Stanley’s voice sounds speculative. “Miss Spellman told me her father gave her a weird note before he died, calling it a ‘clue’ to a ‘treasure map.’ She wouldn’t let me see the clue until I agreed—” He cuts himself off. “Where’s that clue? You’re her best buddy—she must have told you something.”

			There’s another pause, and knowing Amy told me she has no idea what Kinley was looking for, I imagine her stalling for time right now. I think of the folded piece of paper in my bag, along with the aged photo, and wonder if Amy has ever seen it.

			“Tell me what you know!” His voice grinds low, and I hear shuffling noises.

			“Let go of me,” Amy hisses. 

			I look at Clark, wondering if we should interfere. He puts one foot on the next stair up. 

			“Tell me what her dad told her!”

			“That the clue to everything was on the third floor!” There’s a scuffle and I imagine her yanking her arm free. “That’s all I know, Stanley”—she sneers his name—“and if you ever touch me again, I’ll break your fingers.”

			“Stanley?” A feminine voice sounds from further in the distance. 

			We hear a stifled curse and light footsteps running up the stairs—which must be to the third floor. We’re on the first and I’m guessing Stanley and Amy are on the second-floor landing directly above us. Or were—I heard only one set of feet running away.

			“Where are—oh! What are you doing hiding in the stairwell?” The new voice lowers grows quieter as she adds, “If I have to deal with the hillbillies, so do you! Who were you talking to?”

			“Nobody, Jane, just one of the maids.” Stanley’s voice sounds flat.

			“Mm-hmm. Well, your father is looking for you. Something about last-minute arrangements.”

			I hear a loud sigh and imagine Stanley rubbing his eyes. “Five days,” he says. 

			“I’m going to the spa.”

			Their voices fade as they let themselves into the second-floor hallway. 

			Clark and I wait for a moment before tearing up to the third floor. I want to know where Amy went, and the odds that she’s still around are slimming by every second. Sure enough, when we reach the landing, the third-floor hallway is empty. She probably crossed through the hallway and descended the other staircase or elevator.

			I hear a door click and realize someone just entered a room near the elevator. I look at Clark and dash down the hallway, knocking on three doors before one is finally whipped open and a very grumpy Amy is glaring at me. 

			“What do you want?” 

			What do I want? I grasp at the first thing I can think of. “Where does your mom keep the old newspapers Kinley wanted to look at?”

			Amy squints at me as Clark shows up at my shoulder. She’s looking a little shaken. I glance at her arm and see red marks around her bicep. “Are you following me? How did you know where my room is?”

			I flush. “I wanted to be sure you’re okay.” I glance at Clark. “We overheard your conversation in the stairwell.”

			

			She doesn’t answer and just looks at us for a moment. “You want the newspapers? I thought you were all about helping me find Kinley.”

			“I am. I think whatever she was looking for might have bearing on her disappearance.” I hold my breath, hoping I haven’t just burned down the tree of trust we’ve carefully constructed. 

			She finally rolls her eyes and grabs a ring of keys hanging by the door. “Come on.”

			I look at Clark and then follow Amy as she marches in quick, determined steps down the hallway to the Bigfoot Suite. She fumbles with the keys, cursing under her breath, and by the time she finally gets the door unlocked, I’m all but dancing from one foot to the other.

			She leads us inside and flips the light switch, illuminating a space that’s a mirrored image of the Sasquatch Suite. The biggest difference is that it’s full of chairs stacked atop sofas, lamps standing sentinel at the windows, and boxes leaning against the walls and the bar. 

			“Wow,” I breathe and move farther into the room. 

			Clark wanders into the bathroom and his voice echoes back. “Champagne glass bathtub—check.” 

			Amy starts moving boxes around to one side, finally lifting a lid and saying, “Here. She wanted to see the ones from November 1971 to November 1972. These two boxes.”

			“I wonder why she needed those particular dates.”

			Amy shrugs. “She never said. And the day I was supposed to give her these was the day she disappeared.”

			I look at Amy in genuine sympathy. “I’m sorry this is happening to your friend. We’ll figure it out together.”

			“You’re only here for a few days. It’s a nice thought, but unrealistic.” 

			“We’ll make the most of the few days.”

			Clark joins us and motions to the box at Amy’s feet. “Can we take this to our own room so Daphne can look at it tonight?”

			

			Amy nods. “My mom has enough going on—she won’t even know it’s missing.”

			“Does the resort host a lot of weddings?” I ask.

			“Not weddings, but there are parties here at least once a month. This is the biggest and longest by far.”

			I move to the door leading to the bedroom and open it. There are three huge figures standing in the shadows, and my breath escapes in a whoosh as I stumble back against the wall. 
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			Chapter 12

		
			Clark rushes forward and grabs my arm when my legs buckle, and I nearly sink to the floor. “What’s wrong?”

			He looks in the room and sucks in his breath, shoving me behind him. He pauses, and as Amy rushes over, he takes a longer look into the dark room. “Statues?” he asks.

			Amy flips the light switch and then laughs. I creep up and peer over her shoulder to see two large Sasquatch figures and one smaller one.

			Amy shakes her head. “They’re actually costumes on dummy displays.” She moves into the room and grasps one of the costumes, smacking it with her free hand and dislodging a flurry of dust. She waves and coughs, stepping back. 

			Now that my heartbeat is slowing, I take in the costumes with a happy heart. “That’s fantastic.”

			Amy shakes her head at me, but smiles. “It’s lame, is what it is. Back when my mom was a kid, there was a whole Bigfoot museum where the gift shop is now. After the renovations, everything was moved up here, including these. Mom said sometimes people would put the costumes on and sneak around in the woods to put on a good show for the guests. Supposedly there was a closet full of costumes just like these.”

			“I wonder if your mom knows what Kinley might have been looking for. She’s seen the resort from the early days. Did Kinley ever ask her?”

			

			Amy shakes her head. “Not that she said. I don’t think Kinley knows much about the resort’s history. She was looking for something specific, though.” She frowns. “I just wish she would have told me. I could have helped. What my mom doesn’t know, Greg would.” Amy rubs her eyes and sighs. “I hate this place.”

			“We’ll let you get back to your day,” Clark says and moves past me to the bar, where he maneuvers a dolly over to the boxes and loads them on it. The bar is also stacked high with boxes and papers, yellowed with age. There’s a mailing tube that rolls slowly to the floor, disturbed by Clark’s movement with the dolly. In marker, someone has written “Original Lodge” on the side. I pick it up, but before I can open the lid on the end, Amy closes the bedroom door and follows Clark. 

			On impulse, I keep the tube and leave the suite, waiting in the hallway as Amy locks the door. 

			“Thanks for this,” I tell Amy and gesture to the boxes Clark is rolling down the corridor. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”

			She nods but doesn’t seem hopeful. “I’ll be around. I have a shift at the reservation desk this afternoon.” 

			I watch as she enters her room, shoulders drooping, and hangs the keys back up near the door. I give her a small wave and make my way down the hall where Clark is rolling the boxes into our suite. 

			He motions to the tube I’m carrying and asks, “What’s that?”

			“I’m not sure. It rolled onto the floor and I grabbed it.” 

			The dogs are jumping in circles, even Fidget. 

			“Okay, okay.” Clark parks the dolly and grabs the leashes. He looks at me and asks, “You want to join us for a walk or stay here and dive into that?” He points at the boxes.

			“I need some air.” I put the tube atop the boxes as Clark leashes the dogs. “My brain is spinning.”

			“Probably all the caffeine.” Clark winks at me as we put on coats. 

			“Ha ha.” I step on ­Toby’s leash as he runs by me and then lead him over to the wall of windows. The rain is falling steadily, and I squint as I see something in the trees. I catch only a glimpse, but it seems like a tall man in a brown coat. My heart thumps when I realize the person is looking up. 

			He turns away and moves farther into the trees until I can’t see him anymore.

			“What are you looking at?” Clark joins me, holding Fidget’s leash. 

			“Do you see someone out there?”

			He frowns and narrows his eyes. “Not really, other than a couple guests down on the patio with umbrellas.”

			A chill runs down my spine as I keep my gaze on the spot where I swear someone was lingering, maybe looking up at these windows. 

			“Come on,” Clark says. “We’ve only got an hour before the planning meeting.”

			I reluctantly turn away from the window, zipping my coat as ­Toby and I follow the handsome photographer and his little dog out of the room. My eyes were probably playing tricks on me, what with all the rain. 

			I yawn and suddenly fatigue hits me like a train. I feel like my brain has been running like a hamster wheel since I landed in Reno and I don’t quite know how to calm down. 

			Once in the hallway, I test the door handle twice to be sure it’s locked. Clark notes my yawn, of course. “You’re due for a pretty hard crash,” he says as we guide the dogs down the stairs. “Good thing we have enough Diet Coke up there to kill a horse. Did you buy everything they had in the vending machine?”

			I sniff. “And so what if I did?”

			This time he scoff-laughs and opens the lodge’s heavy front door. “No judgment here.”

			“Are you sure? Because it sounds like pretty heavy judgment to me.” 

			

			He grins, and even if I were irritated for real, it would be hard to maintain the emotion with him smiling like that.

			We head outside, walking through the parking lot and then circling back to find a trail leading away from the lodge. I let out more of ­Toby’s leash and he dashes along the trees, sniffing like a maniac. Clark has his camera out, and he snaps pictures all over the place. I look over his shoulder and he shows me some; I’m looking at the same view of the woods right in front of me, but something about his photos really does credit to the source material.

			We walk for some time and even though it’s chilly, I love the clean air. Everything around us is green and smells lovely. 

			I’m lost in thought when Clark breaks the silence. “I have to admit I’m curious about how you came to be in Reno with Hannah. Doesn’t seem like that was your first choice.”

			I debate with myself over whether or not to spill the beans, and then it’s like my mouth has a mind of its own. I talk and talk and talk. We circle around and head into the back forty, careful to skirt along the steep drop on the far end of the property. 

			The rain continues its descent, and I keep talking. I get emotional and sniffle, I get mad and gesture all over the place with my hands when I complain about Candy Carlton and her dumb rip-off of my podcast idea. I pull in ­Toby’s leash when it looks like it’s going to cross streams with Fidget’s, and I’m actually maintaining some control over the dog while I talk and talk some more. 

			Clark doesn’t interrupt other than to ask a question here or there, but for the most part, he just listens while taking pictures along the way. We’re a good mile from the property by the time I’m done venting about my life and the direction it hasn’t taken, despite my best efforts. We stop in a small clearing deep in the woods, where the foliage is so thick the rain doesn’t penetrate and the light is significantly diminished. 

			I shove my hood back and then shrug. “Sorry about all that,” I mutter. “I know how stupid I sound, and incredibly privileged. I just—” I bite my lip and stare off into the trees. “I think I feel a little lost.”

			“Graduation from anything often lends itself to feeling lost—I think that’s pretty common. Everything’s all mapped out while you’re in school, but then the real world hits and doesn’t always line up just right.”

			I nod. 

			He takes a deep breath and lets it out. “Nobody can tell you what to do, but I will say this. I’ve known plenty of people—my friends—who had lives ahead of them and then everything was gone in an instant.” He pauses, and I look at him. “I’ve decided that waste is the most tragic thing of all. Waste of time, resources, relationships—you name it. I have time to live a life that those soldiers will never get. 

			“Sometimes when hard stuff happens, taking a break to regroup is a necessity. There comes a time, though, to push forward again and use your talents, no matter where you might find yourself. I watched you last night at dinner when you heard about the missing staffer. You lit up. Not in a ghoulish way, but it was like you sparked to life because you had something intriguing to think about.”

			I smile, feeling my cheeks warm. 

			“While we’re here, you’re going to do your Scooby-Doo sleuthing anyway, right? Maybe you’ll pick up some material to use for a new podcast when we get home.” 

			I swallow at his sincere expression, his calm tone, his direct message delivered in such a way that I don’t feel defensive or self-conscious. I nod, tightening my mouth when my lower lip wants to tremble. 

			“Daphne Detects can be anything you want. Maybe it’s cold cases about missing people, or maybe it’s today’s events. Either way, it doesn’t hurt to do a little digging while we’re here.”

			I nod and chew on my lip. “You don’t think I’m shortchanging Hannah if I devote time here to searching for info on a missing maid?”

			He shrugs. “As long as you do a good job for Hannah, I don’t see anything wrong with it. I’m sure she won’t, either.” 

			I manage a little smile. He has a good heart and good advice. “Thanks.”

			“No problem.” 

			I look at my watch. “Probably should get back so I can hear all about the wedding plans. And so you can take pictures of the wedding planning.” I eye him for a moment. “Will you share your story with me someday?”

			He doesn’t pretend ignorance but looks at me and then into the trees. “Yes. Someday. It’s only fair.” He manages a half smile, and my heart squeezes a little for him. I don’t want him to hurt.

			I puff out a breath and look at ­Toby’s leash, which is stretched to its limit. He’s twenty feet into the foliage and it’s thick enough that I can’t even see him. “­Toby,” I call out, and I hear him growl low and quietly. Before I can even take a step, he comes tearing back toward us, the leash retracting but snagging on bushes and leaves. He barks loudly in a way I’ve never heard before. I wouldn’t have thought a barking dog could sound afraid, but maybe I’ve spent enough time with him now that I’m hearing differences in his communication. “Ruh-roh,” I murmur, pulling on the leash.

			Clark frowns and moves toward the leash, pulling on it to free it and venturing into the thicket. “­Toby,” he calls, and with a crash, ­Toby finally stumbles into the clearing, a branch full of leaves stuck to his leash. He runs straight for me, panting and nearly knocking me over as he smooshes up against my leg and trembles.
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			Chapter 13

			
			Clark disentangles the branch from the leash, all the while looking into the undergrowth. “What did you see, buddy?” he asks ­Toby quietly.

			Something thrashes nearby, and my heart skips a beat. Clark jumps back toward me, and Fidget moves close to his side. She is growling low in her throat, and my heart skips another beat. I get a whiff of something vile and could swear I see something moving in the trees. 

			Surely not. 

			Surely, surely not. 

			My senses all seem to be functioning properly, and I want to believe them, but what are the odds? Something shifts in front of my eyes, like it was there and then not.

			“Have you seen any of the Predator movies?” I whisper.

			“Yeah. Why? Are you seeing shapes of nothing?”

			“Maybe.”

			He backs toward me and takes my arm, sliding his hand down until it grips mine. I would find this another exciting development if I weren’t afraid we were about to be eaten. “We’re going to slowly walk back to the lodge,” he whispers.

			“Shouldn’t we make ourselves big and yell?” I whisper back, not sure we should move.

			“I doubt it’s a bear. It would have made more noise or charged us by now.”

			“I’ve read that Sasquatches are just curious about people. We’ll be fine, right?” I take a step with him, still looking back at the deepening shadows in the undergrowth.

			“I’ve heard they throw rocks.” His grip on my hand tightens and he pulls me along. 

			“You knew something like that and didn’t say anything to me? All the time I was sharing info from those old files in Hannah’s office!” I don’t tell him I also know about the rock-throwing accounts, but I’m pretty incensed it was something he thought to keep to himself. 

			“Didn’t seem relevant,” he mutters, guiding me around a large fallen tree.

			“Relevant!” I’m gobsmacked, and my voice squeaks. “It’s very relevant!” We make our way along the dimly lit trail, continually looking over our shoulders, and ­Toby has glued himself to my leg. “Did you smell something gross?” 

			“Yes.” Clark looks over my head as we rush down the trail. “Very gross.”

			“Musky? A bad case of BO? Damp gorilla?” Now I’m just mumbling and thinking aloud. “Decomposition? No . . .”

			He shakes his head. “It’s not decomp.”

			That’s true enough. My forensic training fieldwork took place in the Florida Everglades. Decomposition is not something you forget. My nose still twitches when I think of it. 

			“I cannot believe this is happening and I’m not hanging behind to at least get a picture. I’m so disappointed in myself.” 

			“Be disappointed all you want, just keep moving.” 

			“Maybe the resort hires people for hoaxes,” I say, mostly just speaking to myself even though it makes no sense. My heart is still hammering. “Amy said they dressed in costumes in the older days.”

			“Dogs don’t freak out like that at hoaxes.” He frowns and glances down. “Fidget is never afraid of anything.” Fidget’s eyes are indeed wide, and she glances behind us as we hurry along.

			We come to a narrow part in the path where the trees are so thick we have to walk single file. Fidget takes the lead before the rest of us can even blink, so Clark follows, still gripping my hand and pulling me so closely behind him I nearly trip on his feet. 

			He’s holding my hand like my dad used to when I was little, not like you hold someone’s hand when you’re dating. You lace your fingers together when you’re dating. And I can’t believe I’m thinking about the way my colleague and I are holding hands while we’re running from what might well be an apex predator.

			We are out of the darkest part of the woods when off in the distance, a loud, high-pitched cry sounds. A chill runs down my spine and I gasp. 

			Clark mutters, “Must go faster,” and the scared witless part of me laughs a little maniacally.

			We put some distance between ourselves and the scariness, pausing briefly to listen and to make sure nothing is following us. Clark eventually releases my hand so ­Toby and I can walk ahead of him on the trickier parts of the trail, and I readily admit to myself that my hand is cold and less brave now that it’s alone.

			The animal behind us could be anything, anything at all, I tell myself repeatedly. The woods and mountains in this area are full of wild animals. Might have been an elk or deer, or some kind of wildcat. 

			There was that smell, though, and that’s a little harder to dismiss. But don’t all animals have a smell? It’s not like anything hanging out here in the wilds gets regularly groomed. My brain spins with possibilities, my excitement matched in equal parts by fear.

			I’m entirely out of breath when we approach the sprawling patio on the backside of the lodge, and through the windows, I see people milling about inside. Clark stands next to me and looks back into the woods, his own breathing a bit more rapid than usual. Being out from under the canopy of leaves and thick woods has put us again in the drizzling rain, but I don’t even bother with my jacket hood. I want to entertain the idea that we may have been in close proximity to something I’ve always hoped isn’t a myth, but now that we’re back in the presence of other people, reason is trying to insinuate itself back into my head. 

			Clark looks at me and then grins, and I can’t help but smile back despite my disquiet. 

			“It was probably an elk,” he says with a firm nod.

			“Sure, sure,” I answer, also nodding while doing the pursed lip thing you do to someone when you clearly disagree. 

			“What? Plenty of large animals give off bad odors.” 

			“I’ve never smelled anything like that, even in the reptile enclosure at the zoo.” I sigh, finally lifting my hood back up over my thoroughly wet hair and looking to the left of the lodge where the path winds around to the front. “We’ll just have to agree to disagree.” I relax my white-knuckled grip on ­Toby’s leash. As we pass closer to the back of the building, I see a break in the clinging ivy that covers much of the surface from the ground and midway up the wall. 

			It looks like it’s been disturbed, like someone has pulled on it—maybe thinking to tear it all off? Something snags my eye, and I brush a heavy strand of ivy aside to note a seam in the wall. Upon closer examination, I’m surprised to realize it’s a door. 

			Clark reaches up from behind me, tugging on the vines I can’t reach. “A secret door,” he says. “This day is right up your alley.”

			I look back at him and smile, and then run my fingers along the side, looking for a latch or a door handle. “Must open only from the inside? I don’t even see any hinges.”

			“Odd.” He looks down at the ground and back up again. 

			“What would they have used this for? Deliveries?” I frown. “The kitchens are over there on the other side.” 

			Clark looks up and I follow his line of sight. I angle my hood to keep rain from hitting my eyeballs, but I see what he’s looking at. 

			“Interesting,” he says. “The Sasquatch Suite.”

			“The elevator and stairs aren’t anywhere near here, though.”

			“A staff staircase, maybe?”

			

			“I’ll ask Bobbi. Maybe she’ll tell me what it is, if it doesn’t have some sort of negative impact on the resort. She seems afraid of saying the wrong thing to me for fear I’ll write something nasty about this place. Speaking of Bobbi,” I say, checking my watch, “we have a wedding planning session in five minutes.” 

			I look back at the forest, which is indeed lovely, dark, and deep. I’m wishing I were brave enough to investigate on my own, but I know it’ll never happen. I stifle a sigh and follow Clark around to the front of the enormous lodge.
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			Chapter 14

			
			Bobbi Babcock, Evie Lindley, Fiona Lindley, Crystal Flannery, Clark, and I are sitting in the dining room at one of the large, round tables. We’ve waited for ten minutes, but Jane Welmont and her friends have yet to show up. I wonder why Bobbi invited the women at all—their earlier body language suggests they’re probably not happy to be here—but maybe she’s hoping to make things better by including everyone. 

			Jane Welmont eventually makes a solo entrance, and she joins us at the table. Bobbi smiles broadly and makes introductions all the way around, but she really needn’t have bothered. I’m thinking Jane couldn’t care less about me or my name, and I doubt she’ll remember Clark’s either, although I do note that her eyes sweep him from head to pecs to camera-holding hands and then back up again. Twice.

			Bobbi makes quick work of the itinerary for the next few days, and Evie, the bride’s mother, interjects as much as possible. We’re discussing the menu for the rehearsal dinner when Jane Welmont stands. “You don’t need me here for this, and I have an appointment at the spa.” 

			Her disdain of both her father-in-law’s fiancée and soon-to-be mother-in-law couldn’t be clearer, and it’s embarrassing. I feel especially awkward for Fiona, and while I get it on some level—I’d be mad if my dad married a girl younger than me—I can’t understand not even making an effort to be gracious. Jane Welmont has been around money and status and social gatherings long enough to know how to at least put on a good face. Her abrupt departure in favor of the spa is nothing short of rude. 

			Clark takes pictures from his seat near me, and then he stands and clicks from a few different places. He’s standing behind Bobbi and pointing to one of the photos she’s removed from a file folder. “That cake has my name on it,” he says. 

			Bobbi and Evie laugh, delighted. “I’ll save you a good half of it,” Evie says.

			He looks at me with a wink as conversation flows again and I smirk back. He can’t eat the cake, for crying out loud. He has celiac! He’s just being charming. When I realize that Fiona is now visibly relaxed and the earlier tension has eased, I tip my mental hat to him. Well done, Clark. 

			He makes his way back to me and leans down, whispering, “I need to find Dr. Miller, the Sasquatch expert.” 

			I narrow my eyes and look at him. He’s very close, and he smells good. I can’t let that distract me though, because he’s pulling a fast one! I motion to him; he lowers his ear, and I hiss, “Since when do you want to talk to anyone about Sasquatch?” 

			“I lost a bet, remember?”

			“Oh, that’s rich.”

			He gives my shoulder a squeeze and winks. “Take notes for me; I’ll find you later to catch up.”

			My nostrils flare, both in irritation that he’s ducking out of this planning meeting and also because I miss the warmth of his hand when he moves away.

			The dining room doors are propped open, giving a clear view of the lobby beyond. My attention strays from Bobbi’s recitation of the rehearsal dinner menu as I watch Clark approach a man dressed in crisp jeans and tidy flannel. Clark shakes his hand and I figure he’s just made contact with Dr. Greg Miller. Miller flashes a quick smile but seems distracted, looking over Clark’s shoulder as Stanley Jr. approaches.

			Clark and Miller talk for a good ten minutes until Stanley says something, interrupting their conversation. Miller excuses himself from Clark, who takes a seat in a nearby chair. He’s looking through his camera bag, and I hope he’s eavesdropping. The other two men exchange a few terse words, their body language confrontational and strained.

			My attention snaps back to the people at the table with me as Bobbi finally stacks her papers together, wrapping things up. “Crystal and Fiona,” I say with a smile, “I’m sure you hear all the time that you look alike enough to be mistaken for sisters.”

			They both nod, and Fiona laughs. “All the time. We’ve been friends since the first grade and even then people assumed we were family.”

			Evie, Fiona’s mother, laughs too, and it’s a little loud. “Must’ve been something in the water the year you two were conceived!”

			Fiona manages a weak agreement with her mom, and I cringe internally at her embarrassment. Evie has been like this the whole time; she chimes in loudly, usually a beat too late, and Fiona does her best to downplay it. Crystal side-eyes Evie and occasionally manages a grimace at her friend’s mom that she probably thinks looks like a smile.

			I give my notes a quick once-over and look up at Bobbi. “Let me make sure I have everything straight for tomorrow. In the morning is the tour of the resort and grounds for the wedding party guests, and then tomorrow evening will be a combined costume­-slash-Halloween party in the ballroom, where we’ll be joined by an additional seventy-five friends and family for the evening.”

			Bobbi smiles brightly and nods. “You got it!”

			Evie nudges Bobbi and says, “You mentioned speaking with the cook about the rehearsal dinner menu—I’d like to talk to her about it. We have a few side dishes to add.” Evie winks at Fiona and adds, “My baby’s fiancé said to get whatever we want and since he’s footing the bill, I figure we may as well do as he says!” 

			“Mom, the menu is just fine as it is,” Fiona tells Evie, and I’m feeling her secondhand embarrassment. 

			

			“But if it can be better—” Evie insists.

			Bobbi interrupts. “I’ll take you to the chef right now, Mrs. Lindley. Fiona, don’t you worry about a thing.” Bobbi nudges Evie with a wink and a laugh, adding, “I totally relate to your sense of planning and organization. Let’s go take care of this right away.” Bobbi has deftly defused any potential drama between mother and bride; rather than watch the temperature gauge rise, she cuts it off at the knees. 

			Bobbi and Evie gather purses and bags and leave the table, and Evie talks from the moment they leave until they’re well out of the room and beyond earshot. I make a show of gathering my own things, taking another glance into the lobby to see if Clark is still near the resort heir and the Bigfoot expert. With no little amount of satisfaction, I see that he’s lingering. There’s not that much in his camera bag for him to dig around in; he’s stalling and joining me in sleuthery. 

			I smile. Excellent.

			Crystal looks at the door long after Evie and Bobbi have disappeared from view before sitting back in her seat and looking at Fiona in exasperated sympathy. Fiona holds up a hand and says, “I know, but she’s my mom. Couldn’t very well tell her she can’t come to my wedding.”

			“She makes things harder for you than she needs to,” Crystal mutters.

			I am curious about something, and I’ve been hoping for an opportunity to broach the subject with Fiona. “This venue is really unique,” I begin, waving my hand around as though to include all that the resort is. “Did you always know that you and Mr. Welmont wanted to host your wedding here?” 

			Crystal rolls her eyes and puts her elbows on the table, rubbing her forehead. Fiona nudges her friend but smiles. “Crystal thinks I let Gerry talk me into it to save money, since he’s the owner.”

			“Gerry” must be short for “Gerald,” and I wonder if she calls him that around Stanley and Jane.

			

			“He’s loved this place forever,” Fiona continues, and her expression softens. “It was his favorite real estate venture, and when it got so tacky and run-down, he was the one who insisted on some amazing renovations.” She makes a face. “Stan Jr. doesn’t have the same vision as Gerry, and they’ve fought about it for a long time. Stan thinks it’s a money pit and they’ll never get their investment back.”

			“Probably right about that,” Crystal mutters and drops her hands from her face. 

			Fiona gives Crystal a mock gasp and shoves playfully at her friend. She looks at me and adds, “Crystal clearly doesn’t love this place either. But I think it’s charming.” There’s something about the way she says it, though, that makes me wonder if she’s trying to convince herself along with her friend that the wedding will be fine. 

			“I don’t like the way his family treats you,” Crystal says to Fiona, and I feel a little awkward to be hearing this. “They think you’re a trashy gold digger and I swear, if they say one more snotty thing to you or about you, I’m gonna lose it.” 

			Fiona’s shoulders slump and she purses her lips. She picks up a straw wrapper from the table and ties it in a knot, frowning when she pulls it apart and the knot disappears. “You promised you wouldn’t make any scenes, plus you know I don’t care what they think. Nobody has ever treated me as well as Gerry, and I love him.” She sighs. “Besides, I signed a prenup—I’m not taking away their inheritance or anything like that. I don’t know what they’re complaining about—his son and daughter-in-law are already set for life.”

			Crystal rubs her forehead again. “Except for this resort.”

			Fiona’s eyes widen and she looks at me in alarm. “Nobody knows about that,” she whispers to Crystal, who has the grace to look chagrined. They both look uncomfortably at me, so I mime locking my lips and throwing the key over my shoulder, even as my red-flag radar goes on high alert in the back of my head. 

			

			“Gerry wants me to have something to generate income when he dies, especially if we have a baby. He knows I like this place more than Stanley and Jane do. I want to maintain the unique spirit of it, the way he’s always loved it.” She looks over her shoulder. “Gerry is going to tell them after the wedding; he doesn’t want the drama to interfere with our special day. You won’t put any of this in your magazine article?” Fiona asks me, her voice low and wobbly. 

			“Of course not. I’m here to write about the wedding.” I give her a smile, hoping she’s reassured. I wouldn’t be in her shoes for all the world. Marrying an older man, dealing with his disdainful adult family, and navigating the waters with a difficult mother—no thank you. 

			Changing the subject, I ask them, “So this costume party—what are you two wearing?”

			“Oh! I’m going to be Barbie and Gerry is going to be Ken.” Fiona’s smile is engaging, and I realize she is genuinely excited. Some of my cynicism slides away—she might actually be in love with her fiancé. 

			“How about you, Crystal?”

			Crystal looks at me, and I can tell she’s going to put a good face on it for Fiona’s sake. “I’m going as Tennis Barbie.” 

			I smile broadly. “I love it. Where did you find the costume?”

			“Online. It’s pretty fantastic.” Crystal admits with a reluctant smile. 

			Fiona nods. “With Halloween next week, and with the resort’s history of amazing Halloween parties, we figured it would be a good way to celebrate with more people. We’re inviting only close family and friends to the ceremony, so a party the night before makes a nice compromise.”

			I wonder if Fiona secretly hoped for a big church wedding with lots of people but instead is getting married at a remote mountain resort surrounded by people who don’t care for her. I don’t ask, but it does make me feel an extra round of sympathy for her on the chance it might be true.

			The two women excuse themselves and head for the lobby, parting ways just as they reach the door. My position at the table gives me a clear view of the lobby, and I see the bridesmaid, Crystal Flannery, speaking to Amy Babcock at the reception desk. Good luck, I think, hoping Crystal isn’t asking for any favors. Amy listens to her and then nods, even managing a smile. She motions for Crystal to follow her into the office behind the desk.

			My phone buzzes, and all thoughts of Crystal, Amy, and Fiona flee my mind as I check my texts.

				Hannah: If your costumes for the party tomorrow haven’t arrived yet, they will soon!

				Me: Oh, great! You were sweet to go to all the trouble.

				Hannah: Nonsense. How’s the wedding party?

				Me: Interesting collection of people. 

				Hannah: Have you spoken much with Bobbi? Isn’t she a doll?

				Me: Not much yet, but I plan to! She seems very nice.

			I don’t tell her I’m getting to know Bobbi’s daughter better because I’m now committed to finding out what happened to her missing friend. I’m also becoming more aware as time goes that I don’t have much of it left here at the lodge. A couple of days and we’ll be on our way back home. 

				Hannah: Tell her hello for me!

				Me: Will do! Mwah!

				Hannah: Kisses! Send pics of you and Clark all dressed up for the party! 

			I chortle quietly in delight at the thought of professional Clark dressing up for a costume party. Right on cue, he enters the dining room and joins me at the table.

			“What’s so funny?”

			

			“Hannah said our costumes will be here soon, and I’m envisioning you all gussied up for Halloween.” 

			His mouth drops open and then he closes it. “Could be worse,” he says. “All I have to wear is a white shirt and an ascot. Jane Welmont is dressing as Marie Antoinette.” 

			I purse my lips. How on earth does he know that? I tell myself it’s only professional concern that has me wanting to warn him away from her. It’s certainly not jealousy. He’s a big boy; he doesn’t need advice from me. 

			I am quietly fuming.

			Seeking to distract myself from thoughts of Jane Welmont sinking her claws into my colleague, I reference his earlier proximity to Stan Jr. and Greg Miller. 

			“Did you overhear anything interesting out there?”

			His face is the picture of innocence. “Overhear what, where?”

			“In the lobby.”

			“I was just checking on the camera equipment.”

			“Oh, come on! Greg and Stanley looked pretty intense. You must have heard something.”

			“Okay.” He braces his arms on the table and leans forward. “From what I gather, there’s something in the Sasquatch Suite they need. I also heard the phrases, ‘Not leaving it for someone else to find,’ and ‘Back out if you want, but you’d better keep your mouth shut.’ And then ‘You mean the way you’re keeping your mouth shut by threatening staff?’” He raises his brows, clearly proud of his sleuthing. 

			“Wow. What on earth are they in cahoots over?” I tap my fingers on the table. “I wish I knew what to look for in the suite. Maybe it’s something exciting, like original nineteenth-century stock certificates.” 

			Clark’s mouth picks up in a smile and he chuckles. I lower my voice and scoot closer. “So, I learned something very interesting; Stan Jr. seems to have a vested interest in the resort and doesn’t know it goes to Fiona when Welmont Sr. dies. Apparently nobody knows.” I pause. “Which will, of course, change Stanley Welmont’s stake in it.”

			Clark purses his lips, one brow raised, and looks at me in thought. “That would make things interesting, wouldn’t it? Why would Gerald do it? Just because he loves the resort and doesn’t ever want it to be sold?”

			I shake my head. “I don’t know. I mean, maybe? He does really seem to love Fiona, and if she signed a prenup, he probably wants to leave her something. Stanley and Jane are all set, so maybe the resort seems like a smaller gesture for Fiona that won’t upset his family.” 

			“Gerald owns a lot of real estate. He can’t be oblivious to the property’s value.”

			I nod slowly. He’s right. I’m suddenly concerned for Fiona Lindley. “I’m afraid our groom might have painted a big target right on his bride’s back.” 
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			Chapter 15

			
			After the meeting, I spend time in the gift shop and pick up some things for my dad and Hannah. Thinking of Jilly, I also grab a Sasquatch keychain. Regrettably, it’s the only Bigfoot merch in the place. I round out my purchases with a nice, thick hoodie for myself and those turquoise boots in the window, which just happen to be my size. It’s a good thing, too, because those were the last turquoise ones in stock. 

			I carry all of my loot to the Sasquatch Suite and throw myself onto the gold couch, which really is the most comfortable piece of furniture I’ve ever had the pleasure of flopping upon. I pull out my laptop and start outlining the bones of the wedding article, making notes for a supporting piece about the lodge itself. As I review the day, Kinley Spellman’s employee locker is never far from my thoughts, and I look at the picture and note from her jeans more than once. The note is confusing—it really feels like the odd ramblings of an ill man.

			I’m interrupted by the dogs, who are in the bedroom and freaking out. I hurry in there to shush them and find them barking like maniacs at the corner where the closet meets the exterior wall. “­Toby! Fidget!” I hiss at them. I slide open the closet door and peer inside.

			Nothing.

			I kneel by the dogs and put an arm around each. “Hush for a minute, okay?” I want them to be quiet so I can listen for sounds of critters in the wall—maybe a squirrel has taken up residence behind the lath and plaster. They eventually settle enough that I can cock my head to the side and listen before they get all fussy again.

			“Hmm,” I tell them. “I don’t know, guys. I appreciate your security proclivities, but I don’t hear anything and I don’t want the second-floor guests complaining about the ruckus.” I ruffle the thick fur on ­Toby’s neck. “You have a really big bark, my friend.” I rub Fidget’s head and tell her, “And you! That’s a very persistent yap.” She looks at me like I’m a moron. 

			“Right. Okay, come on.” I lead them back to the lounge and close the bedroom door. It dawns on me that it could be mice scurrying around rather than cute squirrels, but I quickly dismiss that idea because, for some reason, mice living in the walls is a worse notion than squirrels. 
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			After dinner, Clark takes the dogs outside for a walk and I wander around our suite, wondering what on earth Kinley wanted to find here. From what Amy told me and from the note Kinley’s dad left, it kind of seems like the clue might lead to a treasure map of some kind. I start with drawers and cabinets. If I’ve learned anything from Nancy Drew, documents are usually the secret. Deeds to property, currency, stolen paintings, old wills. Counterfeit money? That would be a good one. There is a safe behind the bar, but it’s open, and there are no hidden compartments.

			I review what I know so far. Kinley volunteered to clean this suite, and she also confronted Stanley about a weird note her dad gave her. Stanley really wants to get in here and find something, and so far I don’t know what the connection is between Mr. Spellman and Stanley. Amy said Mr. Spellman was obsessing over a fifty-year-old mystery and singing old songs. The first line in the note was “Come suite Josephine in my flying machine,” and all I can picture is Rose lying on the door, waiting to be rescued by the lifeboats while Jack freezes to death in the water.

			That’s an old song, though, not just from Titanic. But then the note goes off on a weird vein about birds burning and I have no idea what to do with that. And “suite” is misspelled, but obviously a reference to these rooms.

			I look in drawers and cupboards, even going so far as to examine the back panels of the towel closet in the bathroom. I’m standing on tiptoe at the TV console built-ins when Clark comes back with two wet dogs, who shake themselves dry at the door. 

			He scowls at them, saying, “You guys just did that all over me downstairs.” He looks at me and pauses, seeing me stretching tall to reach upper cabinets. “Do you need a ladder?”

			“Yeah, even if I get this open, I won’t be able to see what’s in it. I’ve looked everywhere else I can think of where something might be hidden.”

			He gives me a half smile and hangs up the leashes, getting the dogs settled. “What if the drawers have false bottoms?”

			I narrow my eyes as I drag a barstool over to the wall of cabi­netry. “You, sir, are mocking me.”

			“Not at all.” He joins me and holds the swiveling barstool in place so I can climb on it. “There’s something weird going on, no doubt.” 

			I teeter a little on the barstool and Clark wraps his hand around my calf as I clutch one of the cabinet knobs. “You know this thing spins, right?”

			I look down at his grinning face and scrunch up my nose. “Very funny. Yes, I do.” I try not to pay attention to the fact that my knee is resting against his broad shoulder. 

			“What if I hadn’t come back? You’d be lying on your head.” 

			I open the cupboard and examine the empty shelves. He’d maybe have to resuscitate me if I fell on my head. I regret not falling off the barstool just as he opened the door. Missed opportunities. 

			

			“What should we do with the treasure when we find it?” He’s still holding my leg against his shoulder while I slap one last empty shelf.

			“We call the local sheriff, unmask the villain, and donate whatever we find to a museum located in the item’s country of origin.”

			“And get cursed by the villain for being meddling kids?”

			“Absolutely.” I put my hands on his shoulders to get down, and when I kneel on the stool, we’re at eye level. 

			He smiles at me, and my breath catches. He must see something in my face that I’d rather he not see, because his smile slowly fades and he’s looking at me intently. His hands have slid to my hips, and I can’t seem to make myself release his shoulders. His T-shirt is soft, and I flex my fingertips against it. He inhales, and I want to slide my hands to his neck, up into his hair. His fingers tighten fractionally on my waist, and I realize only a few inches separate our lips.

			“Not a good idea,” he murmurs. “Not that I wouldn’t like to.”

			I blink and swallow, giving him a few more moments to decide. He remains inches from my face, eyes dropping to my lips, but he doesn’t move any closer. I finally lift my chin and release his shoulders. His hands remain a fraction longer on my hips until I brace on the barstool seat and hop down. I dust off my hands and look up at him, and my face feels hot. “Momentary madness,” I mumble. 

			He rubs the back of his neck and sighs. “Called my bluff,” he says quietly and shakes his head with a rueful smile. 

			I wonder what he means by that. Had he been hoping I’d go against his sage advice—which is totally sage—and kiss him anyway? Well, he missed his chance, then. He shouldn’t have said it was a bad idea.

			You dork, my inner voice snaps, you’ve been thinking “bad idea” from the moment ­Toby knocked him on his knees. I sigh and put my hands on my hips, feeling the echo of his fingers there. “I can’t stand awkwardness,” I tell him, like there are some people in the world who love it. “Let’s go back to the time you entered with the dogs.”

			He looks at me for a minute, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “Fair enough,” he finally says. He takes the barstool back to the bar.

			I feel like I’m going to regret not closing those last few inches. I sigh quietly and grab my backpack, then sink down onto the lovely gold couch and open my laptop. ­Toby sniffs around the room and settles against my legs, while Fidget jumps up on the sofa. 

			Clark joins me and the dogs, using his tablet to examine the pictures he took today. “We good?” he asks quietly, looking at me with those blue eyes in a way that makes me want to crawl over to him and shove Fidget off the couch. 

			I smile. “Yeah. We’re good.” Even though I’ll be hyperaware of his proximity for the rest of the assignment, I’m determined to shove myself back into the mental place where I think he’s hot but off limits. 

			I start drafting from the outline I’ve been creating, wanting to really do a good job for Hannah’s inaugural issue. I’m going to interview the Welmont men tomorrow morning at breakfast—I was able to nail down a time when Mr. Welmont and Stanley Jr. will both be available and willing to chat with me. I’m determined to remain focused on Hannah’s objective, but I tell myself it won’t hurt to find out whether an honest feud is brewing between the two regarding the resort’s future and whether Stanley knows the resort is going to Fiona. Does that information enhance the article? No. Am I writing an exposé in my head that has nothing to do with the wedding? Regrettably, yes.

			I absently reach down and run my fingers along ­Toby’s soft ears, giving him a scratch as he rests his head against my knee. He’s doofy, but I have to admit to myself that he’s growing on me. 

			“Look at this one,” Clark says with a grin and holds his tablet up so I can see the picture he took earlier today on our walk. ­Toby and Fidget are trotting along side by side, and it looks like they’re having a conversation. I can’t help but laugh. Their faces are turned toward each other, mouths open, and for once, Fidget doesn’t seem to be growling at him. 

			“That’s adorable,” I admit. “Text it to me? I’ll send it to Hannah. She’ll be thrilled.”

			“Sure thing.” He scrolls through a few more and then laughs, holding the tablet up again for me to see. “Their friendly moment didn’t last long.” Now the dogs are mid-bark, and I can see the hackles on Fidget’s neck totally raised. 

			I shake my head. “Too good to be true. Send me that one also?”

			“Yep.” My phone dings as I get the pictures from him, and he keeps scrolling through his tablet. 

			I’ve looked up Clark’s professional work online, and it’s amazing. Since coming home from the Middle East a year ago, he’s worked as a nature photographer. He captures animals mid-yawn, mid-flight, mid-everything that encapsulates a moment in time that most people never see. His photos of people are equally incredible, which makes me wonder why he is working for an eccentric woman in Reno, Nevada, instead of still traveling the world. 

			“Your work is really amazing,” I tell him now, glancing up from my laptop. “You have a great eye for capturing just the right image.” His eyes themselves are great, what with that incredible blue thing he has going on, but I don’t tell him that. 

			He looks surprised, but smiles. “Oh, thanks. I’m glad you like it. I’ve been pretty lucky; right place, right time for a lot of the images.”

			“Mm-hmm. I think you’re humble, Mr. Finkelstein-Henry. I could be in those exact same places and never see the potential shot like you do.”

			“I like looking at the world through a lens.” 

			I smile and we return to our work, sitting alongside each other in comfortable silence, which is a relief, considering the charged tension in the air not too long ago. The next hour passes casually—Clark gets up to refill his water bottle and asks if I want a Diet Coke from the fridge, which of course I do, and when I grab some chocolate-covered cinnamon bears, he asks me to toss him an apple. We work in parallel efficiency, and it’s nice. 

			Eventually, I stretch and set my work aside, going into the bedroom to change into some comfy clothes. I’m scrolling through my phone when I go back to the gold couch, and Clark is watching a football game, volume low. He’s sprawled comfortably, crossed ankles resting atop the coffee table, and Fidget sits in his lap, eyes closed in bliss as he scratches under her chin.

			I am jealous of the dog. 

			I mentally roll my eyes at myself and curl up on the couch, moving my laptop aside. 

			I’m looking through the pictures Clark sent me, as well as several of my own that I took today, and I send them off to Hannah with a smiley-face emoji and a text saying, “The dogs love it here!” I also send several to Jilly, who answers back right away with heart-eyes. 

			It’s as I’m closing my photo app that my eye snags on something in one of the pictures Clark took today. Frowning, I open the picture and study it. 

			My frown deepens as I zoom in on the image—it’s the one of the two dogs when they stopped looking at each other all friendly-­like. They’re clearly on edge, and ­Toby is mid-bark. There’s something in the upper corner of the photo, in ­Toby’s line of sight. It’s dark—we were walking through the thick undergrowth—and even though I tell myself I could just be looking at shadows, I keep zooming in until I’ve reached the limit.

			“Um.” I tap my finger against my lip and zoom the picture back out. 

			Clark turns to me, remote in hand, and I recognize the distracted look of a sports fan surfing channels, checking scores. 

			“Could be my imagination.” I hand the phone to Clark, pointing at the picture’s corner. “Do you see anything odd?”

			

			He squints at the picture, then sets down the remote and zooms in like I did. I see the moment he notices the anomaly. His eyes widen slightly, and he grabs his tablet, handing my phone back. 

			I’m quiet as he opens the photos on the tablet and scrolls to the one in question. I scoot closer so I can look over his shoulder; the picture is better on the bigger screen, and I feel my heart thump. 

			“What is that?” I ask. 

			“Looks like a shoulder and arm.” He zooms in on the image, and a brown, furred something grows bigger as we watch.

			He checks the time stamp and looks at me, thinking. “This must be where we were talking about your podcast stuff, stopped walking, and ­Toby ran into the trees.” 

			“Then he came running back, spooked.” I had been so caught up in the conversation at the time that I hadn’t noticed anything about the dogs’ behavior until after ­Toby came back, scared. “The picture is pretty dark though, right? It’s probably just shadows. Tree bark.”

			“Daphne, come on, you’re the one who caught it. Even I have to admit, that’s not a tree. It could be something significant.” He points to the image, and I look at it again. “I’m not saying it’s an animal, or a person, or anything. I have no idea what it is, but it’s not a tree.” His lips twitch. “The dogs were pretty spooked. We were pretty spooked.”

			“That’s true. Maybe I’ll ask Dr. Miller if they used to display Bigfoot statues around the property as well as have people running around in costumes.” 

			“Welmont Sr. was trying to edge away from Bigfoot mania when they decided to remodel. Wouldn’t he have taken them down?”

			I hesitate. “That would make sense. Unless they missed one.”

			“Bobbi worked here years ago as a teen, right? She would probably know.”

			“But that smell,” I say with an involuntary shudder.

			

			“Maybe . . . maybe it’s piped in, like an elaborate animatronic display thing. The full experience.”

			I appreciate his willingness to play along with my theories. “I mean, that would be a cool effect. If I were in charge, I would totally do that.”

			He looks at me for a moment and then finally says, “I haven’t talked to Greg much, but I do get the feeling he doesn’t like the turn the lodge has taken. Since he’s an actual professor of cryptid studies, if this place was once a hot spot, he might be the sort of person desperate to keep the resort relevant. Maybe he has someone out there in a Sasquatch suit to maintain the spotlight.” 

			I smile at him, distracted for a minute. “You actually talked to him about the resort’s Sasquatch history?”

			He puts a hand on his chest in mock afront. “I pay my debts, madam. Also, I found it interesting that he spent time working here as a young teen. From what he implied, he and Bobbi spent summers here and Welmont Sr. gave them both ‘jobs’ to earn spending money. Stanley Jr. was standing close by when we were talking, and I don’t think he appreciated my questions. Dr. Greg mentioned Stanley also hung out around here in those days, and Stanley shut it right down. Told Greg he needed to speak with him privately.” 

			We sit in silence, eyes locked, and I frown even as I feel a surge of anticipation rip through me. Stanley keeps showing up in each confusing scenario. 

			Amazingly enough, I’m the one thinking about sneaky Stanley while Clark seems fixated on Sasquatch. “Occam’s Razor, right?” He grins at me. “The simplest possible explanation is usually the right one.”

			I narrow my eyes at him. “Clark Finkelstein-Henry, are you telling me you think we encountered Bigfoot today? You’re the skeptic!” 

			“You could give Donna Finkelstein a run for her money with that tone,” he says with a laugh. “I honestly don’t know. But I do occasionally have to admit that there are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

			I raise a brow. “A Shakespeare afficionado!” 

			“Nah.” He smiles. “There were a few passages we had to memorize in high school. I throw them out now and then at parties to impress girls.” 

			“Hamlet and his wishy-washy crap,” I mutter. “Figures that one of his quotes is apropos here.” 

			“You’re being a little judgy of Hamlet.”

			“Clark Finkelstein-Henry, are you telling me you actually like Hamlet?”

			He tips his head back and laughs. “Which is worse to you? The thought that I might not believe in the reality of Bigfoot or that I might like Hamlet?” 

			I shoot him another flat look but then can’t help but smile. “I don’t know. You’re still mocking me and my love of weird lore. I’ll have to think about it.”

			“While you’re doing that, I’m going to take a closer look at all of the pictures from our walk today. Good job, by the way. I’m impressed you noticed the anomaly in the image.”

			I’m absurdly pleased at the compliment. “Thank you.” I pause and then mutter to myself, “What if I’m wrong? Kind of wishing I hadn’t said anything.” 

			“What if you’re on to something concrete? ‘Daphne Drew discovers the reality of Bigfoot.’” 

			“If the Patterson-Gimlin film didn’t prove anything, a glimpse of what might be an arm in a dark photo won’t do it, either.” 

			He looks up, thinking for a moment. “You know what I like about the Patterson-Gimlin film? It created a whole world where people have stretched their imaginations and come together in search of something different and amazing. There are Bigfoot conventions, of all things. As much as I find it bizarre, that’s incredible.” 

			Clark grins a little, and I realize that for him, his fascination with unexplainable phenomena is what the inexplicable does for and to people. The way they process it, the way they go about either proving or disproving the reality of things they don’t understand. I think that part is even more interesting to him than the original event or oddity itself. As a photographer, of course it would be. He studies people as they react to things around them. 

			Suddenly everything clicks together for me, all the things he said to me this afternoon about sticking to my dreams and keeping an open mind. Believing in my abilities and getting back up when someone shoves me down. He saw a snapshot of my reaction to life and knew just the right light to capture and turn it around for me. 

			“You’re brilliant,” I tell him, grabbing my laptop. 

			He looks surprised, and then smugly pleased. “Thank you.”

			I open a new document and start typing everything that’s speeding through my head now like a freight train. It’s more stream-of-consciousness writing than anything, but I’ll go through it later when the dust has settled and pick out the pieces that warrant a deeper look. I’ll decide what I can use for a new podcast and what I want to keep private. I pour everything out, everything I told Clark today in the woods, and then I go deeper, digging at the things I’ve been feeling about myself and my abilities ever since Candy nixed my involvement with the True Crime Podcast Network.

			I keep writing through Clark’s channel surfing, and then when he takes the dogs out. I mumble to him that I’ll do the next dog walk but keep writing and writing. I hadn’t realized I had so much bottled up inside my brain that needed to come out, but now that I’m letting it loose, I feel freer. Better. 

			Clark returns with the dogs, and I head to the bathroom to get ready for bed, my brain swimming with Bigfoot and the missing Kinley Spellman and the bride-to-be who is set to inherit the resort when her husband dies. I’m brushing my teeth and pondering what Stanley Jr. is so worried about finding in this suite and thinking about the dynamic among Bobbi, Dr. Greg, and Stanley—kids thrown together during summer vacations. There’s tension between Stanley and Greg that was visible even to me from my vantage point in the dining room earlier today.

			I consider my reflection as I floss my teeth and give myself a smile. Despite all the unanswered questions, I feel optimism for the first time in months. As I leave the bathroom, I tell Clark, “I’m beat. I’ll see you in the morning. You’re sure you don’t want the bedroom tonight?”

			He’s putting a pillow and blankets on the couch, and he throws me a look. “You’re just jealous now that you know how comfortable this couch is.”

			I laugh and continue through the sitting room to the bedroom door. “Let me know if the dogs wake up. I’ll take my turn on the potty break.”

			“I’ll think about it.” He crosses the room to flip off the light switch. The skies have partially cleared and the moonlit night throws light through the windows. “Sleep tight, Daphne.”

			“You too.” I close the door quietly and climb into bed, telling myself I’m going to need to meditate so I can slow down my spinning brain. Now that I’m on my way to mapping out a good business plan for myself and my podcast, I’m having a hard time relaxing. Then, thoughts of Kinley’s locker intrude, and Amy’s frustration and fear for her missing friend sit heavily in my chest. 

			I take several deep breaths only to remember the feel of Clark’s shoulders under my fingers as he held my waist atop an unsteady barstool. Now, I thump my hand down on the bed. For the love of heaven, I am not meant to sleep tonight.

			I get up and grab one of the boxes from the lounge. Clark looks at me with eyebrows raised high but doesn’t say anything when I shake my head. “Can’t sleep.” I haul the box into the bedroom and plunk it down on the floor. 

			I sit on the floor with the first box and start pulling out newspapers. Kinley was looking for 1971–1972 exclusively, so I’m able to set the bulk of them aside. When I’ve retrieved the second box and whittled down the unnecessary issues, I’ve made a tidy stack of papers that I take with me into bed. I start flipping through, looking for consistencies, and as I count back years, I wonder if the papers hold clues to the fifty-year-old mystery Amy told me Mr. Spellman was obsessed with.

			I make it to late November 1971 and stare at the headline in front of me. Could this really be it? The article is about an airplane hijacking by a man who demanded a $200,000 ransom and four parachutes. After his demands were met, he ended up jumping out of the plane about thirty minutes outside Seattle. He was never found, and only a small portion of the money was eventually recovered ten years later. I know that much because I’m very familiar with the story. It’s legendary.

			D. B. Cooper. 

			Is that the mystery Kinley’s dad referenced? My heart thumps. If he really had found something—if he knew something about what happened to D. B. Cooper or the money he stole—this story would be huge. Plenty of suspects through the years have been interviewed, but nearly all have been discarded for inconsistencies in testimony or a lack of evidence tying them to the scant items left aboard the plane after Cooper jumped.

			I should have Jilly check the paranormal files in Hannah’s office to see if there’s one on D. B. Cooper. I’m sure the declassified documents on the FBI website would be more complete, but I want to know what the conspiracy theorists have come up with.

			I look down at the paper in my lap and quickly scan the rest of the newspapers, looking for follow-up articles on the case. The resort’s location isn’t in the original search corridor, but I grab a notebook and pen on the side table and jot myself some reminders to look into tomorrow. I really want to go busting into the lounge and tell Clark what I think might be happening, but it’s quiet out there, the dogs have settled, and if Clark is asleep, I need to let him rest. 

			My eye catches on the tube I snatched from the Bigfoot Suite on our way out of the room, and I go to it now. The outer tube is labeled “original blueprints,” and inside are large pages depicting the lodge’s initial designs. Things were clearly moved around during the renovations, but the suites on the third floor are labeled and appear the same as they are now. Something catches my attention as not quite right, but I’m finally tired enough to question myself. My eyes are burning and want to close on their own. I set all of the items I’ve been studying on the fireplace hearth and climb back into bed, relieved that I might finally get some sleep. 

			My tired brain does decide to eventually take a time-out, because when I awaken to a loud thump on the roof, my watch says 3:00 a.m. My heart is beating hard and fast with the kind of panic that happens when you’re pulled dramatically from a sound sleep. I hear another thump, followed by a rolling sound—kind of like a ball bouncing down to the ground.

			My door flies open and Clark stands there, wide-eyed. “What was that? Are you okay?” 

			“I’m fine—are you okay?” I’m concerned—he’s breathing like he’s been running a marathon. I shift in bed to sit up when something hits the window, splintering it. I can see spiderwebbed cracks through the closed sheer curtains. 

			Clark swears and lunges forward as I dive off the bed, slipping and hitting my temple against the metal bed-frame support. I’m reeling, trying to catch my breath while Clark grabs my arm and drags me through the door. Something else clunks off the roof. I hear a window break, and somewhere in the hotel, someone screams. 
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			Chapter 16 

			
			The dogs are tearing back and forth across the room, barking like we’re being invaded by armed intruders. Clark has me on the floor next to the bar, where he props me up and looks at me, eyes wide. I’m blinking, trying to focus. There’s a frantic energy to him that makes me wonder if he’s somewhere else in his head. 

			I put my hands on his arms and squeeze a little. “Clark? Hey, are you okay?” I duck my head to catch his eye as he looks at me from head to toe, like he’s checking for wounds.

			“Clark,” I say again, moving my hands to his shoulders and then carefully to his face. “Look at me.” I ignore the warm trickle of something sliding down my face and onto my shirt.

			He frowns and touches my head. “You’re bleeding.” He looks behind him on the floor, searching for something. 

			“Hey,” I say a bit more forcefully, “Clark, look at me!” 

			He whips his head back to me and blinks, frowning, chest still rapidly rising and falling.

			“Are you with me?” I ask him, wondering with a sinking feeling if he’s having a flashback. Another clunk sounds on the roof, and he ducks his head, shifting forward like he’s going to cover me. 

			I think my heart is breaking a little for him. “It’s okay, we’re okay. It must be—” I’m trying to clear my own muddled thoughts and ignore the pain now pulsing in my head. “I think someone’s throwing rocks.” I give him what feels like a really wobbly smile. “We’ve ticked off Sasquatch. He and his buddies are chucking stuff at the lodge.” 

			

			He takes a ragged breath and blinks, looking at my face. Fidget nestles herself against his leg and rests her chin on his thigh. When he doesn’t respond to her, she nudges his torso and makes a small noise in the back of her throat; with a trembling hand, he sinks his fingers into her fur. I can tell his conscious brain kicks in when he releases a big, shuddering sigh. “Daphne,” he murmurs. “Sorry, are you okay? Did I hurt you?” He frowns and whistles at ­Toby, who is standing near the bank of windows with raised fur on his scruff. The dog bites off a few more subdued complaint barks and then trots over to us, tail down and clearly agitated.

			“No, I’m fine, really. You got me out of the bedroom—something crashed into the window.”

			He nods. “You’re bleeding. Let me turn the light on and I’ll get a washcloth.”

			“Okay.” I feel a huge surge of relief at the clarity in his eyes. 

			He turns on a lamp on the bar and even though it’s not as bright as the overhead light, we both wince at it. He heads for the bathroom, and I pull myself up to sit on one of the barstools. My hands are trembly and I clench my fingers together in my lap.

			Clark returns quickly, shaking open a washcloth he’s wrung out, and I glance down at my sleep shirt and pajama shorts where droplets of blood have landed after trailing down my face. My fuzzy brain is thinking forensic phrases like, “blood spatter,” and “trace evidence,” and “luminol spray.” I realize it’s nonsensical, and I fight back an unhinged laugh. Clark sets a first aid box on the bar and carefully turns my head to the light. He gently presses the cool washcloth to my temple, and I try not to wince. 

			“Sorry,” he murmurs. 

			“It’s not your fault at all—I slipped when I jumped off the bed. Besides, head wounds always look worse than they are.”

			I see the corner of his mouth lift and I am relieved that he seems okay. One thing I’ve learned about him in the short time we’ve spent together is that he doesn’t want to be the focus of attention, that he’s much happier being the stage director than the star. Behind the camera, not in front.

			I have to ask, even though I’m pretty sure I know what he’ll say. “You okay?” I slip my hand up to hold the washcloth in place.

			“All good.” He sits on the barstool next to me, opens the first aid kit, and starts sorting through bandages. “Found this in the bathroom, and thankfully, it looks new. I figured we might only have something manufactured in the seventies.” A muscle works in his jaw, but he manages a tight smile. 

			“Do you want to talk about it?” I ask.

			“What, 1970s first aid kits?”

			I smile, ready to let it go. If he wants to talk, he’ll talk. 

			“I don’t like loud noises,” he says. “Sudden, loud noises.”

			I nod. “Understandable. My grandpa was a Vietnam vet. He didn’t like being startled either.” 

			He keeps sorting through the bandages, focusing on his hands. “We were second in line in a Jeep convoy that hit an IED. We weren’t far from the base, but we should really have been in armored cars. Lost a few good friends—really good people. I got lucky.” He smiles at me then, but it’s tinged with irony. He runs his finger down the scar on his neck. “I got patched back together at a hospital in Germany, and then my bosses at Reuters decided I was done in the Middle East. They gave me an assignment in Europe, but I just . . .” He picks up a bandage and holds it in both hands, turning it from corner to corner. “I needed something else.” 

			I swallow, worried he probably won’t appreciate the tears that have gathered in my eyes. “I’m so sorry. Truly sorry. It’s hard to lose people in ordinary circumstances, let alone how you did.”

			“Thank you.” He’s still turning the bandage over and over. “I’ve seen a therapist for PTSD stuff, but sometimes it still rears its head.” 

			“I’m not surprised at all.” 

			“Hannah’s job listing came just at the right time. I was feeling, I don’t know, restless.”

			

			He motions to my temple, and I let him take the cloth. “It’s fairly deep,” he says quietly. “Could probably use a few stitches.”

			“Oh, no. I don’t do well with needles. Or hospitals in general.” I frown. “Can you just butterfly bandage it for me? Or is there any superglue in there?”

			“I can butterfly it. You sure, though? It could scar.”

			I lift my shoulder. “It’s on the side of my head. My hair will cover it anyway. Really, the thought of going to a doctor right now just does not sound great.”

			He looks at me again, examining first one pupil and then the other. “You’re sure I didn’t do this?”

			I wave my left hand weakly. “I’m positive. It’s okay. I’m the one who climbs up on spinning barstools—something like this was bound to happen.” I shrug and smile. “I’m glad you were there to drag me out of the room.”

			He doesn’t smile, just shakes his head fractionally. “Either way, please accept my apologies for scaring you.”

			“Unnecessary,” I tell him quietly, “but accepted.”

			He holds the cloth again in place and I hear him rummaging in the kit. “Alcohol wipes, antibiotic ointment. I think we have everything here we need.”

			“Good. I’d hate to have to ask Amy for extra supplies. She’s prickly.”

			He laughs lightly through his nose. “I’m sure she’d be happy to provide more alcohol wipes. Those sting a little.”

			He’s not kidding. I grit my teeth when he cleans the wound, but I’m too distracted by him to do any meditative breathing. I don’t want him to blame himself. I do want to sit on the gold couch with him and snuggle close. My zen has completely deserted me. Who am I kidding? I’ve never had it.

			The two room phones ring, and Clark answers the one on the wall by the bar where we’re sitting. It’s the front desk, making sure we’re okay. I hear a voice—not Amy Babcock, who would probably not bother calling at all—making sure we’re okay and telling us that hotel security is checking the grounds for the vandals.

			When he hangs up, I snort laugh. “Hotel security? I haven’t seen any such creature the whole time we’ve been here.”

			“I hope they have big restraints. If the vandal is really Sasquatch, they’ll be in trouble.” He works quickly on my head wound, and, frowning, he gently prods the area outside the bandage. I do my best not to wince. 

			“You are going to have the mother of all bruises.” He sighs, then gently whispers, “I’m sorry. If I hadn’t overreacted, you wouldn’t have been so alarmed.”

			“I was already plenty alarmed. A rock nearly came through the window.” I put my hand alongside his cheek. I smile and trace my thumb along his cheekbone. “You saved me.”

			He closes his eyes and releases a breath, leaning just a bit into my hand before straightening and crumbling the bandage wrappers into a ball. “Let’s try to get you comfortable on the couch. I’ll sit up at the other end. Good thing it’s so big. But I doubt I’ll sleep much more tonight anyway.” He goes over to the bedroom door and peers inside before closing the door. 

			“I wonder how many windows in the hotel were broken,” I muse, trying to distract myself from the pain in my head. 

			Clark brings his backpack over to the bar and fishes inside until he finds a medicine bottle. “Can you take ibuprofen?”

			I nod. 

			He grabs a bottle of water from the fridge beneath the bar and taps a couple pills into my hand. “Sounds paranoid, but I wonder if someone targeted our room on purpose.” He untwists the cap and hands me the water bottle. 

			I take the pills, hoping desperately they start working soon. At this rate, I doubt I’ll be getting much more sleep, either. “Could be Stan Jr. wanting to scare us out.” 

			Clark wrinkles his brow. “Possibly. It’s pretty risky, though, unless he didn’t care if someone actually got hit with the rocks.” He pauses. “Or it was actually a repeat of what Greg Miller says they’ve had for years around here. Sasquatches throwing rocks at the lodge.” 

			“You didn’t tell me he said they’ve had rocks thrown here! I’m now forming a very decisive theory given the lodge history.” I wink and slip down from the barstool. 

			“I don’t care either way,” he says, crossing the room to the bathroom, “but honestly, I’d rather it be Bigfoot doing his thing than a desperate resort owner with disaster looming. Bigfoot feels a lot less sinister than childhood chums, Stanley and Greg, who seem a little delusional about treasure maps.”

			I nod. “Not only that, but Stanley’s dad is leaving the lodge to Fiona. I wonder if he’s found out yet.”

			He moves to the gold couch and pulls his pillow and blankets down to the far end. He then goes into the bedroom for a minute, and I hear the closet door slide open. He soon returns with a fresh pillow and blanket and gets me all tucked in.

			“Thanks,” I tell him, suddenly feeling very tired as my head continues to throb. “You’re an excellent nurse.” 

			 “You’re welcome. Try and get some sleep.” 

			The dogs, meanwhile, have resumed prowling around the room, and I just now realize that while they’ve stopped barking, they’ve been nervous. ­Toby settles by the couch next to me and I rest my hand in his fur. I realize how much his presence is a comfort as the adrenaline finally wears off and tears threaten to come to my eyes. I sniffle, trying to muffle the sound with the blanket as Clark settles in on the other end of the mammoth couch, propped up with his tablet.

			“You okay, Daphne?” he asks.

			“I’m good,” I promise. “Just a little rattled.”

			He hesitates before gruffly saying, “I don’t want you to worry about me freaking out or anything. I’m fine now, and I won’t let anyone hurt you.” 

			My heart is breaking a little more for him. If he keeps it up, the dang thing will crack right in half. “I’m not worried at all, Clark, not one bit.” 

			He clears his throat and pauses. “I just don’t want you to think you have to take care of me.”

			“Don’t friends take care of each other?” I say sleepily. The ibuprofen is starting to take some of the edge off the pain.

			The silence between us stretches, and he clears his throat again. “Yeah. Friends do that.”

			I smile and close my eyes. “Good. We have all our bases covered, then. And if dogs really are man’s best friend, we’re set.”

			“Wow, I think I’m seeing the evolution of a dog-lover.” 

			“Hmm. I never hated dogs,” I say on a yawn. “I just never knew any nice ones. For the record, though, I still think most of them are pretty ridiculous.”

			I hear him chuckle and close my eyes with a smile. “Wake me up in four hours for breakfast, yeah? I have an interview with the resort owners.”

			“I’m on it. Go to sleep.” 

			Despite the night’s chaos, with my hand buried in ­Toby’s fur, Fidget primed for attack, and Clark on night watch, I sink gratefully into sleep.
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			Chapter 17

			
			I’m sitting at breakfast in the dining room, which is buzzing with conversation and nervous energy. Clark, true to his word, got me up on time and dumped several more ibuprofen down my throat. It was a little tricky trying to keep the bandages dry while showering and doing my hair, and a bruise around my cut has spread over to my eye and the top of my cheek. When Clark woke me up, his jaw was clenched tight and he shook his head. But I want him to stop feeling guilty. 

			My dad texted me this morning, just wanting to know how everything’s going. Because I’m not telling Hannah that I got hit by self-induced friendly fire in a Sasquatch assault, I’m not going to worry him either. I told him everything’s fine.

			Clark is sitting with me now, along with a jittery and cranky Stanley Welmont Jr., and a reserved, if happy, Gerald Welmont, who is two short days away from his wedding. Clark turns to Mr. Welmont, who is enjoying a delightful Belgian waffle. “No broken windows in your suite, then?”

			Welmont smiles and wipes his mouth with a napkin. “None in ours, but next door, I understand Crystal had a scare.”

			Stan Jr. narrows his eyes at my face and says, “You have quite a nasty wound, there, Ms. Drew.” He points to his temple and frowns. “Were you hit by something?”

			“No, I hit something.” I grimace, and because we’re discussing it, I notice the bandage adhesive pulling against my skin. “It’s not as bad as it looks.” I wave a hand in dismissal and do not make eye contact with Clark, who would disagree because he’s been fussing over it, constantly looking at the bruise as though assessing my condition. 

			Stanley’s expression morphs into a show of sympathy that looks incredibly false. “It must have been especially frightening for you two on the third floor. I’m so sorry you had to experience that. I understand the window is ruined, and staff will be up right away to make temporary repairs until we can schedule a replacement.”

			I open my mouth to tell him it’s fine, but Mr. Welmont straightens in his seat. “You’re on the third floor?” He looks at his son with narrowed eyes. “We’ve not renovated up there, and it’s strictly staff quarters.”

			Stanley turns a shade of red and seems equal parts angry and embarrassed. “There was a scheduling snafu, and then with so many rooms being booked due to the wedding, well . . .” He lifts a shoulder and takes a drink of water.

			“It’s no problem, Mr. Welmont,” I reassure him. “It’s actually kind of fun to see how the resort must have looked when it was first built. And the Sasquatch Suite has been impressively maintained.”

			He smiles, then, and looks at something up on the wall. It’s as if we’re in a movie, and I see wavy lines distorting his face for a flashback. “Yours is one of two suites that I always kept ready for when we stayed the night. We hosted many a party, I’ll tell you that. Even ended up adding a fireplace in the bedroom because my poor Stella was always cold.” 

			He chuckles from his trip down memory lane, and I smile, hoping to encourage the trend. “Were you in residence often?”

			“Certainly, in the first couple years, my late wife and I stayed here whenever we could. Stanley was little and enjoyed it. I moved on to different real estate ventures, but this was our first love, and we kept it for sentimental reasons. We returned every summer until Stanley went away to college.” 

			

			If my math is correct, that would have been around the time when the resort reservations dropped off because of the Sasquatch scares. Welmont looks at his son, but his expression gives nothing away. He lifts a glass of juice and salutes him. “Here’s to many more years of success at the Pacific Northwest Resort and Spa, a place of mountain refinement and class.”

			Stanley smiles tightly and also lifts his glass. “To the success of the resort.” 

			I steer the conversation to details about the wedding, gathering everything I’ll need for the article. Gerald is conversant and friendly, and I’m hoping he’ll be open to sharing details about the stuff I’m truly curious about. 

			“Mr. Welmont,” I ask, picking at the thread he clearly laid down with his informal toast to the resort’s continued success. “I’ve been conducting interviews and am curious about the increased Bigfoot activity here in the eighties.” I smile big, hoping I don’t look sociopathic. 

			He takes a sip of his drink and sets it back down, relaxing in his seat and brushing the matter aside with his hand. He chuckles and says, “There were some instances, but we believed it was mostly pranksters who found sport in entertaining the conspiracy theory crowd who stayed consistently through the summers.”

			“From what I’ve gathered, there were a good four years of heightened activity, which then dropped off significantly.”

			He smiles, but it’s strained, and Stanley shifts in his seat. “It was about that time we closed for the first renovations—perhaps we frightened away both Bigfoot and the scammers alike.”

			“Well,” I say brightly, “as a believer in the paranormal, I am thrilled to see a resurgence of apparent Sasquatch presence here this year.”

			“I do not believe it’s a coincidence that this land has been famous for generations concerning Bigfoot activity,” Stan Jr. says, finally contributing to the conversation. “It was my opinion at the time, and still is, that the anomalies are a natural part of this location. If that scares away visitors, the blame can hardly be laid on the resort.” 

			I nod but feel my brow wrinkle. I wonder if Stanley would be happier to see the resort close altogether. Mr. Welmont casts a narrow-eyed glance at his son and opens his mouth to speak, but Clark beats him to the punch.

			 “I can imagine the Sasquatch Suite in her glory days,” Clark says. “You mentioned the other suite you had at the ready for gatherings—did you use it frequently?”

			Welmont shifts his attention from Stanley and chuckles. “The Bigfoot Suite. Original names, are they not?” He winks at me, but his charm now seems forced. He continues, adding, “My late wife always preferred the Sasquatch Suite, so in the resort’s heyday, we mostly stayed there. The Bigfoot Suite has become a convenient storage space in recent years, but at some point, I’d like to see it cleared out again. Perhaps, as you say you’re enjoying it, people might be interested in booking the old suites for their charm.”

			“That’s lovely,” I say and look at Stan Jr. “I’m sure you appreciate the sentimentality of maintaining the suites’ integrity.” What I really want to know is why he’s so desperate to search for Kinley’s treasure map in the suite Clark and I currently occupy.

			Stanley swallows and nods, looking interested in the scrambled eggs on his plate—scrambled eggs he’s barely touched. “I do. We spent many summers here.” 

			“So, you’ve personally experienced the phenomena we had last night?” Clark asks the men.

			“Yes, but never quite as aggressive as last night seemed to be,” Welmont says, uncomfortable. “Of course, the man to ask about that would be our Dr. Greg Miller. He’s been around for everything.” 

			“What a great idea,” I say. “Which reminds me, do either of you know anything about the maid who went missing a few weeks ago? Kinley Spellman?”

			Welmont shakes his head but shoots a look at his son. “I haven’t been here,” he says, and it sounds almost like an accusation. Stanley has been here, and Kinley disappeared on his watch. 

			Stan Jr.’s eyes tighten as he looks at the older man and then at me. “I don’t trouble myself with the comings and goings of staff. They are Bobbi Babcock’s purview. You might direct your curiosity in her direction.” He clears his throat. “It’s unfortunate, of course, but we can hardly control the wilds of the forest surrounding the resort. People do go missing—the woods are dangerous.”

			“Has her family been in contact?” Clark asks. 

			I mentally give Clark bonus points for asking questions we already know the answer to. Good job getting the subject talking!

			Stan Jr. looks from Welmont to Clark, blinking. “Family? No. Her father passed not long ago.” He sits back in his seat, clearly giving up on his breakfast. “He grew up around here, knew the resort from the early years.” He checks his watch. “I should go; I have a meeting in ten minutes.”

			Welmont is frowning, thinking. “Who was the girl’s grandfather? Perhaps I know the family.”

			Stan Jr. shakes his head as he stands, mumbling, “Aaron Spellman, I think. David Spellman was his son, my age.” He nods at me and Clark. “Let me know if you need anything. Oh, and I’ve arranged for a temporary repair to your window in about”—he checks his watch— “thirty minutes.” 

			One definitive puzzle piece seems about to click into place. The connection between Kinley’s father and Stanley. The odds that Stanley and David were more than passing acquaintances have just increased. 

			“Thanks,” I tell Stanley and watch as he makes his way through the dining room. He sees Greg Miller near the doors and gives him a nod that looks like a “get-out-here-now-we-have-to-talk” nod. 

			My curiosity is thoroughly piqued. 

			“Did you know the Spellman family?” Clark is asking Welmont, and I turn my attention back to the table.

			Welmont’s brow is creased. “I do remember the grandfather—I believe Aaron worked construction on the resort. David, his son, became friends with Stanley almost by default. A bit on the wild side, if you take my meaning. Stanley had a few friends who . . . well, they made good use of the Sasquatch Suite before I put a stop to it. Teenage boys, you know.” His lips thin, and it’s not really a smile. “More than a few repairs to furniture and fixtures were necessary after some of Stanley’s gatherings.” He gives a forced laugh. “Ah, well. Youth.”

			I’m thinking about the tie threading through three generations of Spellmans. Grandpa Aaron was involved in the resort’s construction, his son, David, partied here with Stan Jr., and years later, granddaughter Kinley Spellman gets a job here as a maid. And then she disappears without a trace. 

			Fiona Lindley enters the dining room, and Welmont’s face lights up. He holds up his hand and then stands as she approaches. He kisses her cheek as she smiles and takes the seat Stan Jr. vacated. 

			“Were you kept awake during the excitement last night?” Fiona asks us. She glances at her fiancé and looks uncertain. “I know this place has its charm, but I’d hate to think of people being inconvenienced or hurt.”

			“Darling,” Welmont says, clasping her fingers in his, “everything is going to be fine. The strange activity has been nearly absent the last few years.”

			“You know I worry.” She manages a small smile for him, and it strikes me that she’s either a very good actress or she truly holds him in her affections. 

			“You definitely are a worrier,” he says and places a kiss on her hand. “But everyone is fine.”

			Fiona squints as she takes a good look at my face. “You were hurt!”

			“It’s nothing, really. I fell out of bed.”

			She doesn’t look convinced.

			 “Mr. Welmont said Crystal experienced some ‘excitement,’” I say, using air quotes and smiling. 

			

			Her eyes widen. “Her window was broken with a large rock, and it nearly hit her. Thank goodness she was awake and able to get out of the way when the noise started.” 

			Welmont nods and returns his attention to us. “If that’s everything you need for your article, Ms. Drew?”

			“Yes, thank you! It’s been a delight.” I smile, and Clark stands to shake his hand as Welmont and Fiona rise to leave. Welmont takes Fiona’s hand and pulls her close with a smile, but his eyes bear a strain that wasn’t there yesterday.

			I notice Jane Welmont, Stanley’s wife, seated with two friends. The women watch Welmont and Fiona until they leave the dining room, and the venom is palpable. Maybe it’s just the principle of the thing they object to: the older man marrying a woman decades his junior. If it’s about money, why are they worried? Fiona supposedly signed a prenup that protects the adult children’s interests. If Crystal is to be believed, they don’t even know about Fiona’s inheriting the resort. 

			I turn back to Clark, who is resting his arms against the table and watching the room like I’ve been. “Fiona Lindley,” he says quietly, “is mild as a mouse. How on earth will she survive in a snake pit? How has she survived this long?”

			I shake my head. “I don’t know. She either doesn’t care, or there’s more steel in her spine than she lets on.” I mull over everything that was said and not said during breakfast and consider all the moving pieces of the resort and the wedding party. “I feel like we’re in a pot that’s about to boil over.”

			Clark nods. He looks at my bandages. “How are you feeling?”

			“It hurts, but it’s not bad.”

			“Or you just really don’t want to go to a doctor.”

			“We don’t have time for that nonsense,” I tell him airily. “We have someone coming to repair the bedroom window upstairs.”

			He nods. “I’ll get the dogs out of the room.”

			“Clark,” I ask as he stands to leave.

			“Yeah?”

			

			“How did Stanley Jr. know we had a broken window?”

			He pauses. “I told the front desk when we came down. Maybe someone passed it along to him.”

			“Makes sense that the owner would want a damage assessment,” I muse. 

			“It does make sense.”

			“It sure does.”

			The side of his mouth kicks up in a smile. “You think there’s something nefarious going on with him.”

			My eyes widen. “Don’t you?”

			He sighs and puts his hands on the table, leaning closer to me. “Of course I do, but I don’t know that he is the reason rocks were thrown at the windows last night.”

			I frown, wondering about the logistics. “You’re saying an adult with a good arm couldn’t throw a rock that far?”

			“That’s a big throw.”

			I narrow my eyes at him. “Are you saying you couldn’t manage it?”

			Clark tilts his head and cocks one brow. “Is that a challenge?”

			I shrug. “I’m just saying, you were pretty certain my old boyfriend’s Fred costume wouldn’t fit your masculine frame. For all I know, you could throw a football darn near a quarter mile.”

			He laughs. “Okay, fine. Someone with a good arm could huck a rock up into a third-floor window.”

			“Thank you.” I sit back and fold my arms, lowering my voice. “I don’t trust Stanley Jr. for a host of reasons, not the least of which is that he had some sort of argument with Kinley Spellman before she disappeared. I wouldn’t put it past him to try something desperate to get into our room.” I tap my fingertip against my chin. “I’m going to stay in the suite while the window is fixed. Gotta keep an eye on things.”

			He straightens and waits for me to stand. “Lead the way, detective.” 

			

			I sniff indignantly. “I have some notes to make anyway. For the article.”

			He stands behind me as a new crush of people enter the dining room and we wait our turn to get out of the door. “Hopefully it won’t take too long,” he says in my ear. “It’d be nice to ask Bobbi and Greg about their décor around the resort perimeter. As much as I’d like to dismiss it altogether, something spooked the dogs in the woods yesterday.”

			I smile smugly. “I’m going to boost your rating on the PBS, Mr. Finkelstein-Henry. I’m wearing you down a little every day.”

			He looks at me, placing a hand on my back to guide me around a gaggle of children and nannies. “The Daphne Drew Paranormal Believer Scale?” He chuckles as we move away from the crowded lobby. “You’re stubborn enough to actually succeed.” He winks at me, and I notice we’re way beyond crowds of people by the time he finally removes his touch from my back.
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			Chapter 18

			
			On our way to the elevator, I note the stairs headed down to the sports bar, which I’ve yet to see. “Have you been down here yet?” I ask Clark. “I want to get a look at the walls.”

			He frowns but falls into step beside me as I head down the stairs. “The walls?”

			“Yes. I’m hoping to see old who’s who pictures from the eighties. Amy said Kinley was down here scoping the place. Maybe she was looking for pictures of her dad.” We reach the ground floor and enter through two wide doors bearing the name, “Bigfoot Bar,” in a neon sign. 

			The bar is clearly new, with shiny brass fixtures. The décor mirrors the lobby upstairs, and there are booths and tables, several large TVs broadcasting different sports, and a magnificent bar showcasing bottles of liquids in all shapes, sizes, and colors. Around the corner from the bar area are two pool tables and additional tables and chairs. Through a door with a large glass panel etched like an old-time saloon, I can see a staircase outside that leads up to the patio. The window wells are deep and host large windows that allow daylight to spill into the area, and I wonder if the grounds crew have their hands full keeping the windows free of the creeping vines and foliage so prevalent outside.

			True to reputation, the walls are proud hosts to framed photos of local celebrities, sports paraphernalia, and an area where patrons can scribble their names in marker if they manage to eat a plate of “Mt. Rainier Hot Wings” in twenty minutes. It’s early in the day, but already some people have trickled down to socialize. 

			Clark and I wander separately, and I examine each bit of resort ephemera on display. My heart speeds up when I see “before and after” pictures of the resort, and I snap some shots with my phone. Old photos of the resort with accompanying news articles showcasing the grand opening are hanging next to the more recent pictures, and I end up taking pictures of the entire wall.

			The ribbon cutting ceremony in 1972 was captured in Kodachrome glory, and a picture of a younger Gerald Welmont Sr. in a checkered jacket and wide tie makes me smile. The late Mrs. Welmont is next to him with beehive-shaped blonde hair and wearing large glasses, a knee-length pencil skirt, and a form-fitting blouse with a large bow. She is very well put-together, and I imagine she placed herself above the hippie fashion of the day. 

			Stanley is a squirrely looking five-year-old. He’s eyeing the oversized scissors his father is about to employ on a huge red ribbon. 

			I’m naively disappointed to not find any incriminating photos of Stanley Welmont’s teen years. There’s nothing beyond that ribbon-cutting picture. I mention this aloud to Clark, and we’re interrupted by a server behind us, wiping down a table.

			“You’d have to look in storage for those old pictures,” she says with a nod. “When they did the remodel here, they took those down and put up all the celebrity photos instead. Before, a big segment of that wall was full of pictures of the family and guests from the early years.”

			Hope resurfaces, and I ask her, “You’re sure they weren’t just thrown away?”

			Her brows raise at me in surprise. “Pictures of the Welmonts? I can’t imagine anything was tossed. They probably ended up wherever all the rest of the items were taken.”

			I’m picturing the stacks of boxes in the Bigfoot Suite and I wonder if I can talk Amy into unlocking it for us again. Clark thanks the server for her help and turns to me.

			“Seen enough?” Clark asks, and I nod. He motions toward the door leading to the outside stairs and says, “Let’s go this way.”

			I’m not looking forward to stepping out into the cold, but he seems to have a reason for it. When he opens the door and steps out after me, he says, “I have a hunch.”

			I grin over my shoulder at him as we begin the climb to the ground level. “That’s some grade-A Nancy Drew sleuthing lingo, Mr. Henry.” 

			“Just ‘Mr. Henry?’” His mouth quirks on one side as he follows me up. His arm brushes against my back as he grasps the railing. “See, the whole hyphenated last name gets to be a lot.” 

			“I have to mix it up or it’ll lose its punch.” I try not to think about his proximity, about how much I like it. I feel cold and a little achy still, and I want to burrow close to his warmth.

			Needless to say, I do not do that.

			When we reach the patio, I see a few brave souls gathered under the umbrellas near the outdoor heaters, warming their hands around hot beverages. The nannies that accompanied the wedding party are out here, trying to keep three kids from stomping in puddles and splashing other guests. 

			“They should hire another nanny to make it equitable,” Clark murmurs to me. “One-on-one would level the playing field.”

			I smile and then wince as one of the little darlings screeches at the nanny pulling her away from the puddle. “Not enough money in the world,” I mutter.

			“Come on, everybody has a price.”

			“I’d rather panhandle.” 

			Clark chuckles at what I’m sure he thinks is a joke. 

			I am not joking. I understand small people even less than I do ­Toby. “What’s your hunch?” I ask Clark, huddling into my sweater. 

			He lowers his voice and nods to the line of foliage beyond the patio’s border. “I wondered what kind of footprints we’d see from last night’s tomfoolery.”

			I nod and follow him as he ventures across the patio tiles. “Tomfoolery. That’s a great word.”

			“I do try.” He gives me a half smile over his shoulder and when I join him at the tree line, he and I look down at the ground. We walk back and forth along the area, but the only impressions in the ground are from a few very human shoeprints. They are ill-defined and were clearly in place before the latest storm.

			He looks up at our third-floor window and I follow his gaze. He backs up a distance into the trees, then returns with a shrug. “Whoever did it, I’m impressed,” he admits grudgingly. 

			We walk back toward the patio and I note several large rocks I hadn’t paid attention to before, scattered at different points on the patio tiles. “Do you suppose that’s the culprit?” I point to one of the rocks near the north end of the building. 

			“Could be.” We veer toward the center of the building where the doors lead to the lobby interior when he looks to his left and then stills.

			His brows draw together and he tips his head to the side. He moves over to the dormant flower beds and the foliage near the secret door we found yesterday. He’s staring at the soft ground that the patio edges up against. 

			“Do you see that?” He points and then leans down to examine the ivy.

			“What?”

			“This has been opened since we found it yesterday.”
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			Chapter 19

			
			I follow his gaze, blinking against the drizzling rain. There are fresh marks in the mud that show the sweeping track of an open door. I look at the newly torn strands of ivy and my heart beats a little faster.

			“We need to see what’s behind this door.” He looks over his shoulder at the other guests and resort staff. He studies me for a minute, his eyes going to the bandage on the side of my face. “Whoever’s doing this is getting desperate. I don’t like it.”

			I trace my hand along one of the vines. “I’ll ask Bobbi if anyone was doing some kind of maintenance right here last night. Might explain this weird space the resort doesn’t seem to use anymore.” 

			I look closely at the seam in the wall that indicates the hidden door. I run my fingers along the edge, trying without luck to find a spot where I’d have some leverage to inch it open. Clark notices what I’m doing and, after watching for a minute, he joins my efforts.

			Before long, his fingers manage enough of a grip to move the door fractionally, and my eyes meet his, startled. A smile lifts the corner of his mouth and as he keeps inching the door open, I look over our shoulders to see if anyone is watching. Thankfully, most of the guests are reentering the lodge to avoid the puddle-stomping monsters, and nobody pays any attention to us.

			With a scrape of wood, Clark manages to open the door, which is thick and heavy. I wiggle my eyebrows at him and tap my phone flashlight. The interior is dark and musty; we carefully enter, and Clark maneuvers the door almost closed. 

			We’re standing on a concrete floor in a small area that holds a handful of empty crates. There’s a door leading to the lodge interior, but I try to open it and it’s stuck fast. A staircase to the right goes up, and as I shine my flashlight, I notice that it just keeps right on climbing. 

			Clark pulls a small flashlight from his camera bag, because of course he’s prepared like a Boy Scout. His light is better than mine, but I keep my phone trained to the floor as I begin climbing the stairs with Clark just on my heels. 

			The staircase is solid, although not nearly as thick as the split logs that comprise the stairs in the main body of the lodge. “Maybe this was an employee’s entrance,” I murmur as we reach the second-­floor landing. There’s another door-shaped seam in the wall, but I hesitate. “This is probably someone’s room, right? I won’t try to open it.”

			“Yeah,” Clark whispers. “I think it’s Crystal’s, since her window was broken last night like ours. Keep climbing.” He shines his flashlight ahead as we turn the corner, and when I stumble, dropping my phone, he puts his hand on my back. “You okay?”

			I nod. I retrieve my phone, and he waits while I dust it off on my jeans. When I stand, I feel his warmth close against my side, and his hand slips to my waist as we continue climbing. Just friends, just friends, I chant in my head alongside the sounds of our quiet footsteps on the stairs. Super good supportive friendly friends. When one stumbles, the other lends a warm hand. A warm hand whose absence I feel when we reach the third-floor landing, and he finally drops his arm. 

			“This should lead right into your bedroom,” he says quietly, and we both examine the wall, looking for the opening.

			I feel a bump along the edge of the seam and press it carefully. I gasp as it clicks open, and then when I grasp the edge and push, it slides into the wall like a pocket door. Mouth open, I’m staring into my bedroom, at rumpled sheets and blankets, and a slight breeze from the cracks in the window moves the sheer curtains like a ghost. 

			Clark releases a breath as we stand there, staring. The crated dogs in the lounge begin barking like mad.

			“Maybe Mr. and Mrs. Welmont Sr. used this secret entrance for romantic rendezvous?”

			He frowns. “Seems like a stretch. They were married, why all the sneaking around?”

			I lift my shoulder. “Role-play?”

			He gives me a considering glance. After a pause, he says, “That’s an awful lot of work.”

			“So, we’ve established you are not a romantic. Maybe it was kept a secret for more practical reasons.”

			He looks like he’s still thinking about the impracticality of installing an illicit staircase. He finally shakes his head and says, “But it again begs the question, what was the point? It’s not like Prohibition was an issue in the seventies.” 

			“No, but there were plenty of other things they could have smuggled in.” 

			Clark tilts his head. “A little reefer madness? If Stan Jr. hadn’t been so young at the time of construction, I’d say this was his idea. His dad seems pretty straitlaced.”

			I look up at the exposed beams above the staircase and then around the panel opening. Shining my light along the wall, I finally notice a small switch. When I flip it, three bare, dim bulbs light up, one on each level, above each door opening. 

			“Practical or not, this is still pretty weird.” 

			I see the rolled-up blueprints on the floor of my room and realize I never told Clark about them. “On the original blueprints, I think this staircase is designated as ‘staff-use stairs.’”

			Clark looks at me. “When did you see original blueprints?”

			I point to the roll on the floor. “That’s what I grabbed on my way out of the Bigfoot Suite yesterday.”

			

			He smiles as though impressed despite himself, and I barely resist the urge to preen. It’s either that or be offended he’s surprised I’ve done something clever.

			“Why would they have stopped using them? It’s almost as though they were never even properly finished. Can you imagine trying to cart a big tray of food clear up here?”

			My preening ends. I have no idea. “Last-minute decision, maybe?” I shiver in the cold air.

			“You go inside,” he says, “and I’ll run back down to secure the door. Maybe I can figure out where the opening on the main level leads.” He sets his camera case just inside the bedroom.

			“Oh, the dogs!” I step into the bedroom as he jogs back down the stairs. The dogs are still barking, and I hurry to let them out of their crates so they don’t bother anyone. I make my way back into the bedroom, barely beating ­Toby, who is ready to tear into the hidden staircase after Clark. 

			“Stop!” I hold out my hand and he sits. I widen my stance as I turn around so he can’t dart past me, and I feel around the wall for the mechanism that will allow me to close the panel. There’s a catch just inside that releases when I press it, and the panel quietly slides shut. Once it’s closed, I stare in amazement at the wall. The wallpaper is such that the brown vertical stripes beneath the orange flower design completely hide the seam.

			I stand there for a long time, considering and discarding possible uses for a staircase nobody uses anymore. The thing I keep coming back to is that it really seems like something with a nefarious purpose. I wonder if there’s a staircase outside the Bigfoot Suite and if it’s accessed the same way as this hidden panel. I take the blueprints out of the roll and spread it out, looking at the Bigfoot Suite. The paper has been damaged and that entire section of the schematic is smudged. There’s space beyond the room, but it could just as easily be a closet. I decide to ask Amy for the keys to investigate and satisfy my curiosity. I also need to get back into that suite to look for old photos of the lodge and guests. What are the odds she won’t be irritated by the request? Probably not good. 

			There’s a knock on the suite door. The dogs trot along behind me as I go into the living room and I’m very pleased when they both sit on command. I open the door to a man and woman in maintenance overalls, carrying tools and a large piece of plywood. Just behind them are two maids, and everybody files in as ­Toby gets territorial and starts barking again.

			“He’s harmless, don’t worry,” I say with a grim smile as I hook my fingers under his collar and direct him back to his crate. Fidget isn’t making any noise, but her still, focused attention on the newcomers has me nervous. A growl sounds low in her throat, and I grab her too, shoving her back in her crate as well. “That was short-lived freedom,” I mutter to the animals and look at them sternly. “Maybe if you can learn to be nice, you can visit with our guests in the future.”

			“The broken window is in here, right?” one of the employees asks, pointing to the bedroom.

			“Yep.” As much as I want to try to bust into the Bigfoot Suite down the hall, I also need to stay here and see if anyone acts funny, as if they’re searching for something. I wouldn’t put it past a desperate Stanley Welmont to send in spies. 

			I text Clark, wondering if he can work miracles.

				Me: Can you sweet-talk Grumpy Amy for the Bigfoot Suite key? We need to look for photos, and I want to see if there’s a secret staircase over there.

				Clark: . . .

				Me: Wink at her or something? Offer her a trip to the spa.

				Clark: What are you, my talent agent? 

				Me: Unless you can pick locks, this is our best chance.

				Clark: You’re in luck. I can pick locks.

				Me: Of course you can.

			

			Of course he can. He’s Nancy Drew. I scowl at my phone. Nancy Drew could pick locks, golf like a pro, dance like a Bolshoi ballerina, and fly airplanes. So far, even with Clark feeling a bit unraveled, I’ve yet to see him not shine. I’m struck by the thought that my mom would really like him. 

			I wander into the bathroom where the maids have started cleaning, and then into the bedroom where the maintenance pair are getting ready to hammer the plywood into place. “Lucky nobody was hurt,” the guy grunts as he holds his side of the plywood. 

			“That Sasquatch,” the lady says to me, and I can’t tell if she means it. 

			“You think that’s who did this?”

			She lifts a shoulder. “Who else is strong enough to huck that thing clear up here?” 

			“Someone on a ladder, maybe? Is that feasible?”

			She starts to answer and then pauses, thinking. “Awkward, maybe, but if you’re up high enough . . .”

			The guy shakes his head. “No way, Shanda. I’d have known if someone used a ladder. I’m in charge of the equipment shed.” 

			“Maybe it was someone who doesn’t live or work here,” I suggest.

			Shanda shakes her head. “A ladder that tall? We’d notice someone pulling up to the lodge with that on board.” 

			I frown. “I mean, they fold up pretty well,” I persist. 

			Shanda gives me a smile. “Topher, looks like our guest doesn’t agree with the Sasquatch theory.” 

			Topher chuckles. “The world needs skeptics.” 

			It’s pretty funny that I’m actually the believer, not the skeptic.

			So far, Topher and Shanda seem to be here to temporarily fix the window and not to search the place for hidden bearer bonds. I think I can cross them off the Possible Spies list. That still leaves the maids. 

			Topher and Shanda pick up their things and I leave the room ahead of them. “The actual window replacement is two weeks out,” Shanda tells me as I walk them to the door. “You’ll be gone by then, but I’m sorry you’re minus a view of the property, now.”

			“That’s okay. I’ll just come out here to the lounge when I want to look out the window.” I give them a smile.

			Topher winks at me as he holds the door for his partner. “Hopefully you have more Sasquatch encounters. Makes for a good story to tell folks back home.” 

			“Have you had Sasquatch encounters?” I ask on impulse and follow them into the hallway. 

			“More than I can count, Miss.” He smiles and they head toward the elevator. I watch them, and sure enough, the light at the elevator blinks out. 

			“Is there a short in that light?” I yell down to them as they wait.

			“Nah, that’s the resident ghost saying hello,” Shanda calls back. “Name’s ‘Tiny.’ Rumor has it one of the construction workers fell down the elevator shaft.”

			“And his name was Tiny because he was actually a huge guy?” I yell as the elevator dings.

			“Nope,” Topher shouts as they step aside for Clark to exit. “He was small. But don’t worry,” he continues, holding the door open as Shanda steps in, “he’s harmless.”

			“Oh, except for that one time . . .” Shanda yells as Topher enters and the doors close. 

			Clark walks toward me, trying and failing to hide a grin. 

			I scowl, and it pulls at the bandage on my head. The maids cross the suite and head for the bedroom, vacuum and cleaning cart in tow. I slowly follow them as Clark says, “I thought you were going to let the dogs out.”

			“They were feral,” I tell him. “Parole denied.”

			He says something else, but I’m sneaking up on the maids. There’s no easy way to spy on what they’re doing without being obvious, and sure enough, one of them turns around and catches me being a creeper.

			

			“Can I help you with anything?” I ask, entering the room, feeling incredibly ridiculous. “I feel bad you have to clean up after us.” There are a few tiny shards of glass on the floor, but it’s not bad.

			They look at each other and one with a “Sally” name tag says, “It’s our job, it’s okay.”

			The other one, “Janice,” who is very stern and the older of the two, says, “Unless you were the one who threw rocks at the window.”

			My mouth drops open. “No, I—of course not.” I point at my head. “I got wounded while escaping.”

			Janice nods. “That explains some things.”

			I’m sputtering, searching for the perfect retort when Clark calls from the lounge. “Daphne, I have that key you wanted earlier. Let’s go now before we need to take some more pictures of the wedding party.”

			I clamp my mouth shut and cross the lounge again, joining Clark at the door where he’s holding the two leashed dogs, who had taken up a chorus of barking at the cleaning staff. Before I can say anything, he cuts me off with a whisper. “They’re not here to find anything, I guarantee it. Let’s go check out the Bigfoot Suite.” 
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			Chapter 20

			
			I look again over my shoulder at the bedroom as the vacuum switches on, hoping Janice and Sally aren’t really spies. “Fine,” I mutter. “Did you get the key from Amy?”

			“Couldn’t find her, and nobody was at the front desk. I opened a few drawers and found this.” He holds up a key that looks like our suite key.

			“What if that’s a duplicate of ours?”

			He turns it so I can see the letters “BS” written on the key in a marker. “It’s either ‘Bigfoot Suite’ or—” 

			I’m closing the suite door and lose the rest of his sentence, but I can piece it together. 

			­Toby is straining at the leash, and Clark gives this soft whistle thing that has the dog correcting his behavior and walking like he’s hoping for a ribbon at Westminster. 

			“We’re looking for old pictures of the lodge? We’ll have to be quick. I’m supposed to take more photos of the wedding party prep,” Clark says as we pass the blinking elevator light and continue to the end of the hall. “They’re also going on a tour of the grounds that we should probably attend.”

			“I keep thinking about that hidden staircase,” I say. “It’s gotta be something they wouldn’t want guests discovering. We opened that panel into our suite without any problems at all. Stanley could be lurking in there while we sleep.” I frown. “I’m starting to think a few days here might not be long enough to make any real progress. I’ll have to come back.” I look back down at the gloomy hall and grimace as we reach the other suite. “Or maybe I’ll just ramp up the pressure.”

			He glances at me as he unlocks the door. “Ramp up the pressure where?”

			“I’m going to lure Stanley Welmont to a basement room and tie him up. Turn on a single hanging lightbulb and shoot him full of sodium thiopental.”

			“Part of me is actually afraid you’d try it.” Clark opens the door and cool air slides out into the hallway. He steps in and reaches around the doorframe for the light switch, but I stop his hand. 

			“We’re not supposed to be in here—maybe we should leave the lights off.”

			We both use our phone lights, and I take ­Toby’s leash. I move around piles of boxes and stifle a curse when I bump into a precariously placed end table, catching it just before it crashes to the ground. Clark murmurs something like, “Bull in a China shop,” but when I glare at him, I see he’s smiling to himself.

			“Glad I’m so entertaining,” I mutter and cross the room to the bedroom door.

			“You have no idea,” he says quietly, but when I look over my shoulder at him, he’s following me. 

			I-have-no-idea-good? Or I-have-no-idea-bad? I decide not to ask him to elaborate in case I don’t like the answer. 

			I’m distracted by one of the boxes Amy moved around yester­day. The box is labeled “papers” and the amateur sleuth in me thinks this is fantastic. A quick perusal shows a lot of old invoices for maintenance and groundskeeping services, and I flip through the stacks, hoping something will leap out at me, saying, “Invoice for hiding treasure map, $300.” 

			­Toby sniffs his way around the bar to the bedroom. I follow him, shining my light on the far wall and expecting to see three Sasquatch costumes on sewing dummies. I stop short, staring at only two.

			

			Clark joins me and pauses. “What happened to Papa Bear?”

			On impulse, I cross the room and run my fingers along the wall where the hidden door is located in the other suite. The wallpaper is torn in one segment, and under it, I find the mechanism that unlatches the door closure.

			Cold air rushes into the room, and I shove the door open wide, shining my light down the staircase. Clark looks over my shoulder and points at the landing. “Looks like Papa snuck out this way. The dust and dirt are completely disturbed.”

			There are clear footprints on the wooden floor, smudged and smeared as though someone opened the door and then dragged the Sasquatch costume out of the room. Clark opens his phone, muttering under this breath, “This is what happens when I don’t bring my camera with me.” He leans out over the landing and snaps pictures of the stairs leading down. 

			I shine my light down to the ground level and note a faint outline of the outer door seam. It looks like whoever used it didn’t manage to get it snuggly closed. I’m about to flip on the staircase light switch since there are no windows in the stairwell to give us away when I hear the hallway door rattling. 

			We look at each other in alarm and freeze in place. Clark glances at the stairwell landing and then at me, and we both step out onto the landing, quickly tugging the dogs along. Clark grasps the door and pulls it closed, and I shut my eyes when he can’t seem to get it latched. I can see a sliver of light through the crack as the lights in the outer lounge are switched on.

			I lift my hands to the sliding door and push carefully until the light disappears, and although it doesn’t latch closed, I have to hope it’s enough to keep anyone from looking closer.

			Clark hunches down near the dogs and pets them quietly. I stare at him, wondering if we’re going to be caught snooping around like meddling kids. Regrettably, we’re not minors. I scrunch down next to him and bury my hands in ­Toby’s fur, thinking, Please please please, puppies, be quiet . . . 

			

			My brain is developing and discarding all kinds of options. We could walk the dogs quietly down the stairs and slip out the back door, but ­Toby’s dog toenails are loud on anything but carpet or dirt. Plus, both dogs have jangly tags on their collars, so we really need to keep them still.

			My worry kicks up several notches. If that’s Stanley in the suite, we could be in trouble. The more I observe him, the more volatile he seems. I hear voices and close my eyes, and for good measure, I cross my fingers. 

			“Thanks for coming with me, I just need another set of eyes. Nobody’s been in here for weeks,” I hear Bobbi Babcock telling someone. “At least that’s what I thought. But early this morning I was outside and saw a light bobbing around in here. The curtains even moved.”

			“Why were you outside so early this morning?” I think the voice is Greg Miller’s. He sounds edgy, irritated.

			“I wanted to see if whoever threw the rocks last night left behind anything I could share with the cops. Who never did come to investigate,” she adds, scoffing, “even when I called them.”

			“You need to stop getting in the middle of things. Leave well enough alone.”

			“It’s my job, Greg. It’s literally my job to get in the middle of things here. I’m not ten years old anymore, begging to hang out with you and getting grief for it.” There’s a snap to her voice and a muttered curse as someone stubs a toe on a box.

			“I don’t like these old suites.” 

			“I never did understand that,” she says, and her voice is growing louder. “You always hated Stanley, but you hung out with him and the cronies up here all the time.” 

			“Leave it alone, Bobbi. I don’t want to talk about Stanley. Are we done?”

			“Wow, Greg, thanks for your support. I’ll be done as soon as I figure out why someone was sneaking around in here at five a.m.” They’re closer to the bedroom now, and I glance down at the dogs. 

			

			Clark carefully withdraws a handful of dog training treats from his pocket and slips one to ­Toby and then to Fidget. I want to glare at him, because of course in an emergency he has the one thing we need, but I remind myself that I should just be grateful.

			“Sorry,” Greg mutters. “We need to get this wedding over with and then hopefully everyone leaves.”

			“What do you mean, ‘hopefully’? Are you telling me ­Stanley and Jane are staying even longer? They are getting on my last nerve—” Bobbi gasps, and it’s loud enough that I know she’s entered the bedroom. 

			“What’s wrong?” 

			“One of the costumes is missing.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Of course I’m sure! They’re always in here, have been since the remodel. They’re the same ones Stanley used to make us put on to give the guests a good show.”

			Greg scoffs. “He wouldn’t have taken one of these when he has access to more in the basement storeroom.”

			There’s a long pause. Bobbi slowly says, “I didn’t say Stanley took it. Why are you assuming it was him? And why has he been hiding stuff in the basement storeroom? I thought these were the only three costumes left.”

			Greg lets out a long sigh. “I don’t know, okay? I’m under a lot of stress from the university department chair to finish a project that should have been done in June. Funding will probably dry up and I don’t know how to get more.”

			“Then why have you spent months here at the resort with Stanley!” She sounds exasperated. “What does he have on you, and why do you guys spend so much time hiking and scouting out the trails? You don’t even like him.” 

			There’s a long pause, and I’m hoping he answers because I also want to know. He doesn’t respond, and Bobbi continues. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re both fourteen again and obsessed with the caves. First I thought it was because you and David got along well, but then every summer after David moved away, you still were joined at the hip with Stan.”

			“What would you even know about that,” he snaps. “You were a pesky, obnoxious little kid.”

			She laughs without humor. “I know more than you think,” she says quietly. “And Stanley is getting more unhinged by the day. If he finds out about the will change on top of everything else, he’s going to lose it, and you’ll be caught in the crossfire.” 

			Greg sighs and then emits a frustrated growl. “He already knows about the will change, Bobbi.”

			“What? Greg, what did you do? You told him?” There’s a long pause and then Bobbi sounds like she’s swearing under her breath. “Welmont told me specifically to keep it under wraps, and had you not been snooping around in my office, you never would have found out either.” Her voice rises in agitation and I imagine her with clenched fists, ready to hit him. “That explains what I overheard between Stanley and Jane last night. I wondered, but I hoped I was wrong.”

			“What did you overhear?” Greg is conciliatory, sounding more nervous than angry now.

			She huffs in frustration and there’s a long pause. “My office window was open a crack because it’s always stuffy in there. I heard her outside on the south side of the lodge, screeching at Stanley—something about how he never stands up to his father. Jane sounded like she was losing her mind. I was concerned guests would overhear, but they eventually went to the parking lot. They must have gone somewhere, because they entered the lodge together a couple hours later, well after dinner.”

			“I didn’t mean to tell him,” Greg admits, his voice low. “He’s such a . . . There’s a lot at stake you don’t know about.”

			She laughs. “You’d be surprised about what I know.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Nothing.” She sighs. “Let’s go.” 

			I hear shuffling around and hope they’re finally leaving the room. Greg’s voice interrupts, however, and I imagine him grabbing her arm to stop her. “He was coming at me, Bobbi, I—” The floorboards creak like he’s shifting his feet. “I’ll deal with it. I’ll handle Stanley. I know something now to use as leverage.” 

			“Greg, he is sneaky and selfish. He could turn that leverage right back around on you.” She pauses, and I hear the floorboards creak again as though she’s turning to face him. “Is it about Kinley Spellman? If you know something about where she is, Greg, you need to tell the police.”

			“Let’s go. We need to get ready for the property tour with the wedding guests.”

			She protests, but they leave the room, and I can’t hear the rest of their conversation. Their voices are fading, and as desperate as I am to hear Greg’s response, I’m still keeping my fingers crossed that the dogs remain silent.

			I hear an audible snap, a key turning in the lock, and silence. 

			Clark and I wait for what feels like a really long time before we stand. I rub my hands along ­Toby’s head, so glad he didn’t choose to try and make friends with the newcomers. “Good, good doggies,” I murmur and look at Clark.

			He releases a quiet breath. “Let’s go. You can look for pictures on the way out.” 

			I follow him back into the suite and shove the panel closed. Once in the lounge area, I’m whipping my phone light around like a crazy person, knowing I might not get another chance in here. Just as Clark reaches the door, I spot a box labeled “photos” at the bottom of a big stack. 

			“Good enough,” I mutter, removing the boxes atop it and grabbing it. If the clues I need aren’t in here, I’ll have to think of something else. Kinley has been missing for days, and I’m not even sure what she hoped to find in the old resort photos.

			Clark smiles even as he shakes his head. He takes the box from me, and I open the suite door, peering into the hallway. “I can’t believe you actually found something,” he murmurs. 

			

			“Hopefully, my luck is changing.”

			“I don’t think your luck was ever bad.” His voice is soft, and I look over my shoulder at him. His face is serious, and there’s something in his eyes that looks like affection. “Besides, you’re here now, and maybe that’s more proof that your luck has been good all along.”

			I’m flustered and have no idea what to say. So, like an idiot, I say nothing. I do manage to give him a nod, though, and his answering smile is enough. I carefully sneak out into the hallway and take the key from Clark, locking the door behind us.

			I sigh as we walk back to our suite. “Nancy Drew finds significant clues right away, and she always knows them when she sees them. So far I’m a very subpar sleuth.” 

			“I think you’re doing fine. Asking questions? Check. Sneaking around? Check.” 

			I give him a rueful smile. “Thanks for the support.” 

			“Any time.” He smiles at me, and heaven help me, I think I blush. 

			We reach the door to our suite just as it opens. I see the cleaning supply cart emerge first, then the women. “Thank you!” I tell them.

			“Doing our job,” Janice calls back as they push their cart toward the elevator. 

			“Right.” I follow Clark into the lounge, noting the smell of cleaner, the tidied appearance of the tables and chairs. I make my way into the bedroom and see the clean bedding, fresh pillows, and vacuum marks on the carpet. No broken glass anymore, but the boarded-up window makes things really dark. 

			“Tell me your secrets,” I whisper to the room. I don’t really want the room to answer me back, but I think of that box of photos Clark’s setting down on the coffee table in the lounge, and something uneasy slides along my nerve endings. There’s a story here, and this might be my only chance to see the players all in one place. Even if I come back to the resort after the wedding, the Welmonts may not be here, and I can’t help feeling like this is my only shot.

			I wander back into the lounge and study the box marked “photos.” Without further delay, I plunk myself down on the sofa and start pawing through the contents. There are so many loose photos, I begin sorting them according to what I think the years are. Before long, Clark joins me and we have growing stacks of ’70s and ’80s pictures.

			We’ve neared the bottom of the box when I see a large montage of photos glued onto a board. When I pull it free of the box, my breath catches. Party pictures show a resort and a family progressing through time. Of particular interest to me is an image of young teenaged Stanley surrounded by a group of kids his age, and someone has written “August ’81” on the bottom of the picture. They’re all in trendy jeans with feathered hair parted down the middle. Off to one side, like a kid at the candy shop window, is Bobbi Babcock. She looks like she’s ten years old to their fourteen. 

			Greg is side-eyeing Stan Jr. and another guy, who are each grinning broadly and throwing peace signs. Standing behind the three guys are four additional boys and about five girls. 

			My fingers are itching to pluck the photo from the board, but it’s been glued into place. There’s a face that’s too small for me to examine, and without thinking, I touch it, trying to pinch the photo out. I roll my eyes at myself, and Clark laughs. 

			“I do that all the time,” he confesses. “What are you trying to enlarge?”

			I tap the face of the friend. “This guy.”

			Clark snaps a picture, then enlarges it in his camera display window. He holds the camera to the side so I can see it better, and my heart thumps in my chest. 

			“Wait just a minute,” I tell Clark and run over to my backpack. I unzip a small compartment and pull out the two things I took from Kinley Spellman’s locker. I rejoin Clark on the couch and show him the picture. “This is the missing maid and her dad.” I flip it over to show him the writing on the back. 

			I motion to his camera. “I see the resemblance there with the man, even though in this picture with Kinley he’s clearly older, but especially—” 

			“—he looks like Kinley.” Clark’s eyes focus on me. “So, Kinley’s dad really was friends with Stan Jr.”

			“And Kinley happened to get a job here.”

			I grab the newspaper off the bar and bring it over to the table. I show him the newspapers Kinley had been searching for, and he listens to my D. B. Cooper theory. 

			“So, what, you think they found something that belonged to Cooper?”

			“It all adds up. David Spellman told his daughter he had secrets here at the lodge that tie to a decades-old mystery, and he left her this bizarre clue about flying machines and jumping down.” I frown. “I’m still having a hard time figuring out the burning birds, though.” 

			We both pause and look at each other in silence. “Okay,” I finally say, “we’ve gotta start connecting the dots. And it has to happen before all the Welmonts leave.”

			Clark’s and my phones buzz at the same time and I look to see a message from Bobbi. 

				Bobbi: Grounds tour in fifteen minutes! Special Sasquatch tour guide! 

			“Sasquatch tour?” Part of me wants to just stay here in the room and keep puzzling out the mystery, but Bobbi’s next text convinces me to join.

				Bobbi: Tales from the old days when Greg and I were kids!

			Clark reads the text and says, “Hmm. Maybe Greg will let something slip.”

			

			I wasn’t necessarily looking forward to touring the grounds again, but knowing Greg will be along puts it in a whole new light. I smile. “Let’s go on a Sasquatch tour.”
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			Chapter 21

			
			We make it to the back patio just as the group is gathering and ready to head off. The weather is cold and the rain is persistent. Everyone has an umbrella, so we spread ourselves out in a long walking caravan with Greg Miller and Bobbi Babcock leading the charge. I lift the umbrella so Clark can duck under it while fumbling with his camera. “I’m feeing kind of guilty for leaving the dogs behind,” he murmurs.

			I eyeball the herd of mostly small dogs currently slipping and yipping along the trail as we head along the route Clark and I took yesterday. “­Toby is much better behaved than many of these little urchins,” I observe quietly. “I think I’ll give him a treat later.”

			Clark looks like he’s trying to smother a smile. 

			“What?” I ask. 

			“Maybe it’s just that ­Toby’s owner has learned how to handle him better.” 

			“Hmm. So you’ve said before.” I narrow my eyes at him before looking at the odd assortment of people and pets in front of us. “The implication being that I am now trained, rather than the dog.”

			“Oh, I’d say ‘implication’ is a pretty gentle interpretation of what I said.” 

			“Hmm,” I say again. “I suppose you did come right out and say it. Our honeymoon phase must be over.”

			He nods, chuckling. “The Sasquatch Suite is wasted on us.” 

			It’s easy with Clark. He’s like the yin to my yang. Or the calm to my tension, even including his state of mind last night during the rock-throwing incident. As much as I like having a plan in place, I also like moving forward on said plan with all due haste. Clark takes a more measured approach, and I hope that means we’ll work well together in the future. Or, rather, we would work well together in the future if I were staying in Reno, working for Hannah on a permanent basis. Which I don’t know that I will. For now, at least, things are good. 

			I’m taking a video with my phone and have a notebook and pen in my pocket. My head is starting to throb again, and I wish I’d brought the pain relievers along. I googled overlap times for dosages, and I’m due for some Tylenol.

			Clark takes note of my wince and says, “How’s the wound?”

			“It’s okay,” I say. “Just a little sore.” This is true—I’m not lying. It doesn’t hurt as much now as it probably will by the time the tour is over.

			Clark shoots me a flat look and digs in his camera case. He comes up with a packet of Tylenol and a small water bottle. He even tears open the packet for me and untwists the bottle. I smile at him and his lips twitch. “What would you do if I wasn’t here?”

			“I’m usually quite competent,” I tell him defensively. “There’s a lot going on up here today, though.” I tap my forehead. I take the pills and then the water, grateful despite myself as he smirks. 

			Just ahead of us, Evie Lindley, Fiona’s mother, is walking with Crystal Flannery. She glances back at us, clearly having overheard our conversation. “Oh, have you been hurt? Look, Crystal, she’s been hurt.” Evie looks at me while she keeps walking, and it’s rough going. “Did that happen last night? You must be the other broken window.”

			Crystal gives me a sympathetic smile. “When the rock hit my window, I didn’t get hit. I guess I got lucky.”

			“Wish I could say it was a rock. That’s more exciting; I just fell out of bed. It was weird though, right?” I say. “What did you all think was happening?”

			

			Crystal shrugs. “I thought it was a storm, at first. Then I realized someone was throwing things.”

			“Did you see anyone?”

			She shakes her head, but Evie adds, “I knew it was Bigfoot, I just knew it. I told Fiona while we were driving here from the airport that we were sure to see activity, and I was right! Wasn’t I right, Fiona?” she yells to the front of the group, where I can see Fiona walking with Gerald Welmont. 

			Crystal winces at Evie’s shouting but nods and smooths her expression when Evie looks back at her. “You called it, all right.”

			I think I hear Fiona yelling something back to her mother, but it’s lost in the shuffle. There are no fewer than ten children in the group, and between them and the plethora of Chihuahuas and mini-doodle things, the situation isn’t conducive to a conversation with someone more than a few feet away.

			“Those are Jane Welmont’s friends’ kids, right?” Clark asks, snapping pictures and motioning to the swirling mass of children.

			Crystal hears and looks back with a nod. “They need another nanny.” 

			Curious about the bride’s best friend, I lower my voice and ask Crystal, “How well do you know Fiona’s future in-laws and her fiancé? Did this come as a surprise?”

			Crystal opens her mouth to answer, but Evie interjects, “I should say it was a surprise! Fiona met Gerald at a Boise charity fundraising event, and it was love at first sight, wasn’t it, Crystal?”

			Crystal eyes Evie, but nods. To me, she says, “I only met him the one time. I don’t know the family well at all.” Just well enough that she doesn’t like the way they treat her friend. She’d said as much yesterday, and her expression now speaks to her opinion of them.

			The group slows, and before long, Greg Miller halts the tour, taking a few minutes to explain Sasquatch history and its relevance to the area. The group largely quiets, and when he pauses to ask for questions, I call out.

			

			“I have a question, Dr. Miller—has the resort ever set up fun displays around the property, with Bigfoot costumes and the like?” 

			Bobbi Babcock laughs and puts her hand on Greg’s arm. “There have been parties through the years where people have put on Bigfoot costumes, but we’ve never set up any kind of decoration out here without it being specific to those parties.”

			I think back on what I overheard earlier and suppose she isn’t outright lying. She reminded Greg about them dressing up and putting on a “show” for the guests but said nothing about statuary for parties. 

			 “Perhaps you’ll see a Sasquatch costume at the costume party, though! In the early days of the resort, we could always count on someone dressing up as one.” She smiles and glances at Greg, and her smile falters a little. I wonder if she’s thinking about the missing Sasquatch costume in the Bigfoot Suite.

			Some of the kids jump up and down, and Crystal studies them for a minute before saying to me loudly, “I heard if kids aren’t good, they won’t be able to go to the party.”

			I laugh at her self-appointed role as the children’s fun crusher. 

			Evie apparently decides she wants to walk at the front of the group with her daughter, so as we start moving again, she shoves forward through the children and puppies. Crystal’s shoulders relax, and my curiosity gets the better of me. “So, you’ve known Evie and Fiona’s family for a long time?”

			“We lived next door to each other just outside Boise. In the ‘bad’ area of town.” She uses air quotes. “There was a swim club at the YMCA, and Fiona and I started swim lessons.” She smiles, and her face softens. I think it’s the most relaxed I’ve seen her yet. “We looked alike enough as kids that people thought we were sisters. People called us the ‘swimming twins.’”

			“Do you live at home now?”

			“Fiona and I have two other roommates, and I coach swimming at the high school.” She lifts her shoulder and adds, “Fiona moved out a couple weeks ago to be with Welmont.”

			

			“You miss her?”

			She nods. She looks ahead at her friend, then frowns and shakes her head. “I want her to be happy, I just don’t know—” She cuts herself off and pauses, then lowers her voice. “I just don’t know if this is the right decision for her. Fiona’s dad was in and out of her life, and I wonder if this is a whole father-figure thing.” She waves her hand at Welmont. 

			“He does seem to dote on her,” I say, watching as Welmont takes Fiona’s hand in his and kisses her fingers. “Maybe if they can make each other happy, friction with the family will smooth itself out.”

			Crystal looks at me flatly. “Have you spent time at all with any of them?”

			I give her a half smile. “Limited. But I think I understand what you’re saying.”

			Crystal’s lips tighten. “When he proposed to her, Stanley and Jane’s main concern was money, of course. They didn’t even bother to hide it, accused her right to her face of being a gold digger. I’m worried about what they might do to Fiona.”

			That surprises me. “You’re worried they might hurt her?”

			“They wouldn’t dare,” she says, and looks at me as though deciding whether or not to continue. “I overheard some information yesterday she can use if they cause her trouble. For any reason.”

			“What sort of information?”

			She swallows. “The kind you send to the police.”

			I nod slowly, hoping that she’ll continue talking. Clark quietly excuses himself and points up ahead, gesturing with his camera. His vacancy leaves a spot for Crystal to walk alongside me, and I proceed carefully. “Are you going to do that? Call the police?”

			She lowers her voice and continues. “Amy and I are going to do a little more digging this afternoon. Probably before the party. I just—I don’t trust any of them.” 

			“I totally get that,” I murmur. “Listen, you don’t know me at all, but if I give you my contact info, will you consider keeping me in the loop, should you discover anything you think should be passed along?”

			She eyes me quietly. “Are you a cop?”

			“No, just a nosy investigative journalist.” I smile. “I would never divulge anything that would hurt Fiona, but I agree with your sixth sense about the family, Jane’s friends, all of them. Maybe it’s nothing more than a bunch of mean girls and guys, but maybe it’s something more.” 

			She eventually nods. “If I find anything useful, I’ll let you know.”

			I give her my number and she sends me a text so I’ll have hers, too.

			Crystal sighs and looks through the trees at the jumble of foliage and people. “She’s tougher than she looks, but I’m still worried.”

			We fall into a comfortable silence as we walk along, but the temperature is dropping and I’m wishing I would have layered more under my jacket. My thoughts are jumping all over the place as I think of everything Crystal just said. What did she and Amy overhear? A little fissure of concern climbs up my back when I think of her doing “a little digging” with Amy. I don’t know that there is a concrete reason for concern, but Kinley has been gone for days, and I don’t trust Stanley as far as I can throw him.

			Bobbi Babcock winds her way through the crowd to us at the back, pointing at her phone, her face beaming. “I just got a text from the office that two large packages arrived for you and Mr. Henry, Daphne! Is it the costumes for tonight’s party?”

			“That must be it. My aunt said to watch for them.”

			Bobbi laughs, and her eyes crinkle at the corners. “I just love that Hannah. She’s so delightful! I only wish she could be here with you. She’s a bit of a skeptic, though, isn’t she? I tried to convince her years ago that the resort is a hotbed of Bigfoot activity, but I don’t think she bought it.”

			I laugh. “I’ll have to tell her that when we walked the dogs yesterday, they were spooked by something that made a crazy noise and smelled weird.” 

			Her smile falters and her eyes widen. “Where? Where was this?”

			I look around us but am not sure how far we are from the lodge. “I’m guessing about another half mile or so along this path. Clark may have a better idea of the distance.” 

			She frowns and drops her voice. “It’s been some time since we’ve seen activity this close to the lodge. Perhaps the rock throwing incident . . . Excuse me, I must tell Greg.” 

			Bobbi makes a beeline for the front of the group again, and I look at Crystal with a shrug. 

			We reach a clearing, and I’m pretty sure I recognize it as the spot Clark and I stopped yesterday. As the group gathers around Bobbi and Greg, I move closer and hear Clark telling Greg that this was where the dogs were spooked. There’s a light in Greg’s eyes and he pulls out a notebook, suddenly very much an Indiana Jones. It’s a good look for him, and he seems in his element. Even in the low light, however, I see discoloration around his eye. He looks like he’s been in a fight. He wasn’t kidding when he told Bobbi that Stanley “came at him.” He jots down something and rubs at the page where rain has slipped through the canopy overhead. Bobbi angles her umbrella over his head as he scribbles. 

			“What did you see? Smell?” he asks Clark, who looks at me. I make my way to his side as he explains our experience, and there’s little I can add to it. Now that I’m closer to Greg, I also note the side of his mouth is a little puffy and bruised. 

			“Okay!” Bobbi claps her hands. “As you’ve heard from our fellow guests, they may have had an encounter in this very spot yesterday!” 

			The kids are excited, the nannies look apprehensive and cold, and the tiny dogs are shivering inside their owners’ jackets. Mr. Welmont makes a statement about how these very experiences are the reason he built the resort all those years ago, but I think he’s full of crap. He wants the resort to be a high-end vacation spot and had to literally close the place down when its main clientele got too “weird” and came only for the paranormal element.

			I wander back to Crystal’s side, hoping she’ll share additional tidbits, but we revert to our place at the end of the line and walk back to the lodge in relative silence. The air feels heavy, and it’s a good mirror of Crystal Flannery’s demeanor. I’d give anything to go along with her and Amy as they search out incriminating evidence for potential use against Fiona’s antagonists, but I think my friendship with Amy is tenuous, at best. She doesn’t entirely trust me because I’m a journalist, so I imagine her giving me a boot to the head if I dare invite myself. I’ll have to find Crystal later tonight or tomorrow morning for details.

			As we near the lodge, Crystal looks off in the distance and steps off the path. She gives me a wave, but just as she disappears into the trees, Greg Miller calls after her in alarm.

			“Miss Flannery! Come back!” He shoves his way through the brush and trees and returns soon, gripping her arm. “I am so sorry,” he says, releasing her and braving her stunned expression, “but that way leads to the drop-off. We have a fence, but it’s not a good one, and people hurt themselves falling down the side of the hill all the time.”

			Welmont hurries over to Crystal and pats her arm, and then says sternly to Greg, “People do not fall down the hill all the time from our resort property—they fall from outlying areas where the hill continues to the north. You needn’t alarm our guests, Dr. Miller.” He forces a smile and turns to the rest of us with a raspy chuckle. “Nothing to fear, but perhaps if you go out exploring on your own, take one of the maps from the reception desk so you’ll avoid any difficult terrain.” 

			Clark joins me and we hang back as the rest of the tour group traipses back around the lodge. “What did you learn?”

			“I’m not sure. Hopefully more, soon.” I watch Crystal as she catches up with Fiona, who puts an arm around her shoulders. 

			

			“I understand we have packages waiting for us inside.” Clark bites the inside of his cheek and looks at me.

			I sigh. “Come on, Fred. We have a party to prep for.”
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			Chapter 22

			
			When we get up to the suite, the dogs are fit to be tied. Clark takes them for a walk, and I opt to shower. The handheld showerhead is cumbersome, and I come up with some inventive curses when I clunk it against my bruised face. 

			We have a few hours until the party, so I gather my clues and lay them out on the coffee table. I place Kinley’s picture and note from her father at the top, and beneath that, the newspaper article about D. B. Cooper. I pick up the handwritten note and frown.

			Come suite Josephine in my flying machine 

			and we’ll jump, jump down, to never be found.

			Birds of a feather, they don’t burn together

			In a Coop two feet and one Bigfoot more.

			It may be wishful thinking, but the word “Coop” in the last line seems like an obvious clue to the unsolved mystery. “Suite” instead of “sweet” was probably very intentional. It could represent one of the suites David partied in as a teen with his good buddies, Stanley and Greg. It’s information he clearly kept to himself through the years, because Stanley has been looking for something in here only since Kinley confronted him about it. The last few weeks mark the first time he’s been obsessive about this suite as an adult.

			I tap my fingertip against my lip and retrieve the blueprints from the bedroom. I examine each floor carefully, noting the “staff-use stairs” designation. I compare the two suites carefully, noting similarities and differences. The Bigfoot Suite has one less linen closet. Both suites show one fireplace in the lounge, but the Sasquatch Suite has one in the bedroom now as well—added to keep the late Mrs. Welmont toasty, according to Gerald. The second-­floor bedrooms directly beneath the two suites are marked “staff.” All of the rooms on the third floor are labeled “guest room.” 

			I imagine the first Mrs. Welmont throwing parties in her suite for friends whose rooms were close by. She wouldn’t have wanted them traipsing upstairs past staff rooms—how gauche. The kitchen and butler’s pantries are located on the north end of the lodge in the blueprints. They’re now on the south end, so Welmont must have moved them during the renovation. Their previous space is now occupied by the large gift shop and staff offices. Direct access from the kitchen to the Sasquatch Suite would have made sense for the first Mrs. Welmont, since this was where she entertained her guests. Once she died, though, Welmont could redesign and upgrade anything he chose.

			Clark returns with the dogs and gets them settled. He joins me on the sofa and picks up the TV remote. Gesturing to the coffee table, he asks, “Notice anything new?”

			I frown. “I feel like it’s right there, like I’m brushing it with my fingertips, but it keeps scooting just out of reach.”

			“Give it a rest for a while. Let it percolate. We should probably get ready for the party anyway.” He turns on the TV, and adds, “The packages are over there on the table by the door. I opened mine, and I admit, it’s pretty impressive.”

			“Hannah does things well.” I smile and get up to find my package, taking the outfit and the wig into the bathroom. I’m holding my breath, wondering if it’ll fit, and as I put on the pink tights and purple dress, I breathe a sigh of relief. Should have known Hannah would be aware of my size. I’m a little curvier now than I was in high school. Thankfully there aren’t any zippers I can’t manage, and as I slip on the dress, it settles comfortably over my hips. 

			I pull my short hair into a ponytail, trying to make sure it’s all tucked up and away under the wig. When I was in high school, my hair was longer, which made the process much easier. Now, I’m getting frustrated as strands keep slipping out onto my neck, and I have to give up. 

			I slip on the shoes, grab the wig and accessories, and return to Clark.

			“Okay, I managed everything but the wig,” I tell him and plunk down next to him on the couch. 

			He looks at the dress and grins, giving me a thumbs-up. “That’s awesome. Okay, let’s see the hair.” 

			I hand him the wig, and as he tucks a stray curl of my hair behind my ear, I think about what a good thing it is that we’re just work colleagues, just two people who are becoming comfortable friends and suitemates. What if we’d have kissed? How awkward would that be, I ask myself with a forced inner chuckle.

			“Here we go,” he says, carefully tucking my hair under the wig while avoiding the bandage and my gargantuan bruise. “Almost got it. Does it hurt?”

			“Hmm?” I blink. 

			“Maybe you are concussed,” he says, frowning. “You seem a little confused.” 

			“No, no, I’m good.” Am I blushing? I feel my face getting hot. “It doesn’t hurt.” 

			He nods and puts his finger under my jaw, turning my head to the other side and tucking in more stray hair. I catch my breath and hope he doesn’t notice.

			“My hair is shorter now than it was in high school, but I have a lot of it, and it doesn’t always cooperate with a wig. Or a hat. Or headbands.” 

			He nods down to the lavender headband part of my costume that I’m holding in my hand. “Does that just slip on top of the wig?”

			I nod, and he holds out a hand. I give it to him, and he settles it onto my head. He makes a circle with his finger, and adds, “Turn around so I can check the back.”

			Still sitting, I turn slightly and he lifts the wig, carefully tucking the back of my hair into place. “Can you hold it down on your head?”

			I clamp my hand down on the wig and hold it in place while I feel Clark shoving hair under it. 

			“You’re saying this was easier with longer hair?”

			“There’s this cap thing you use to mash down everything—like a swimming cap. It’s easier—fewer curls escape.”

			Clark’s hands rest lightly on my shoulders, and he breathes out a sigh. “I think we got it.”

			I turn back around and my knees bump against his. He doesn’t move away. Instead, he points to the green sash I’m holding.

			“What’s that?”

			“A bandana thing. It’s supposed to go around my neck.”

			“Well, then, we’d better put it around your neck.” I hand it to him, and he reaches around me, nestling the soft fabric against my throat and tying it in a loose bow. This close, I get another look at those amazing eyes, the variations in color from the outer rim of the iris to the pupil. 

			“You have pretty eyes,” I whisper.

			He looks at me for a prolonged moment. “So do you,” he murmurs back. “I like hazel.” He gives me a half smile and releases a slow, quiet breath. Then he seems to pull himself together. He straightens the wig a little bit before sitting back, looking as pleased as a makeup artist surveying his work. He smiles and says, “Awesome.” He pats my knee in a friendly sort of way and gets up, taking his costume package into the bathroom. “I’ll be out in five minutes.”

			The bathroom door closes, and I release a sigh. I can’t help but facepalm, and I wonder if we’re going to just keep dancing around the tension that seems to continually creep back into the middle of everything. Frustrated and tired, I put on fresh mascara and some lip gloss. My reflection in the wall of mirrors behind the bar shows a pretty darn impressive cartoon Daphne (ignoring my bandage and my bruise, anyway), and when Clark exits the bathroom, I realize we’ll fit together well. This does not lift my spirits in light of the friendly knee pat I just got. 

			With effort, I reframe everything in my head. I decide to think he’s ugly.

			I can’t help but laugh at his disgruntled face. The blue pants are not comfortable jeans, and they are flared at the bottom. His white shirt is a tight fit, with a blue collar that makes it seem like a shirt-under-sweater kind of look. He’s tied the orange kerchief around his neck, and with the blond wig, he totally looks the part.

			“You look fantastic. You’re a chef’s kiss Fred.” I kiss my fingertips, and he returns my smile with a reluctant eye roll. 

			He glances at his watch. “We have some time before appetizers and aperitifs. Do you want to chill for a bit or head down now?”

			What I really want is to figure out what David Spellman’s clue for his daughter means. I’m tapping one finger against my other arm when I catch a glimpse of his rhyme sitting atop the blueprint indicating the resort’s south end. The Bigfoot Suite. 

			“Birds of a feather, they don’t burn together . . .” I murmur, slowly moving closer to the coffee table. 

			“What are you thinking?” Clark joins me, also looking down at the clue.

			“They don’t burn because there’s no fireplace.” I look up at Clark and my mouth slackens. “Could it really be that simple?”

			“No fireplace,” he repeats, frowning.

			“In the Bigfoot Suite bedroom!”

			He gestures to the blueprints. “There aren’t fireplaces in either suite’s original bedroom.”

			I put a hand on his arm, my eyes widening. “But that was well before David Spellman spent any time here at the resort! By the time he was hanging out with Stanley, there was a fireplace here, but not in the Bigfoot Suite! Those boys were probably up and down the staff staircases all the time, and he would have been familiar with both suites.” 

			We stare at each other for a moment, and then he spins to his bag, finding the key. “Come on.” He pulls my hand and we rush down the hallway to the south end. 

			I’m jumping up and down while he fits the key in the lock, looking over my shoulder in a panic when I hear muted voices coming from the stairwell in the middle of the hall. “Hurry!”

			He glares back at me as the lock clicks open and he turns the handle. He ushers me into the suite and quietly closes the door. I turn to run for the bedroom when I veer into a coffee table and bash my shin so hard I see stars in the darkness. 

			I squeak, slapping my hand over my mouth, and Clark grabs me around the waist, muttering something under his breath as he turns on his phone flashlight and hauls me across the room, around boxes and pieces of furniture.

			“Okay,” he whispers as we catch our breath, and he shines the light down on the floor, which is indeed sans fireplace and hearth, but covered in carpet. 

			“Drat,” I say and drop to my knees. I feel along the edge and realize the carpet is well and truly tacked into place beneath the baseboard. 

			Clark joins me on the floor and hands me his phone to hold the light. He flicks his wrist and opens up a sharp pocketknife. I stare at him, blinking once.

			“What?”

			“Where on earth did you put that? 

			“There are pockets in these pants.” He’s studying the baseboard, frowning in concentration. 

			“And you just happened to stash a knife in there when I wasn’t looking?”

			He glances up at me, lips quirked. “You mean there are moments in time when you’re not looking at me? Not sure how I feel about that.”

			

			I shine the light at his hip, looking for pockets I’m not convinced are there.

			“Hey,” he whisper-shouts. “The light.”

			I turn the phone back to the baseboard and watch as he carefully begins to pry it away from the wall. It holds tight but eventually squeaks as the nails holding it in place finally move. It’s about three feet long and stops at the closet door. He carefully pulls the length of it free and sets it aside. 

			Then he gets to work on the carpet, cutting slowly with the knife. “We may be looking at vandalism charges,” he says, and I can hear his smile. 

			“That’s okay, my dad’s a lawyer.” 

			“Perfect.” The carpet gives way without too much fuss, and he cuts away the padding underneath to reveal the floorboards. The one closest to the baseboard is three feet long, also reaching the closet. 

			“In a Coop two feet and one Bigfoot more . . .” I say quietly as Clark gets to work on the floorboard. There are voices coming from down the hall, indecipherable but shrill. They both sound female—Bobbie and Amy, maybe? They’re arguing about something, and I’m torn between moving closer to listen and waiting for Clark to uncover a treasure. 

			He puts a hand on my arm when I shift around. “You can’t very well stick your head out the door to hear better,” he says quietly. “Stay put.”

			“Fine.” 

			With a creak and a quiet splintering sound, the floorboard comes up and I shine the light down into the resulting hole. There’s a scroll of paper, rolled up and tied with some twine. Clark looks at me with a smile. “You do the honors,” he says and takes the phone from me. He gestures at the paper, and I reach down with trembling fingers. 

			I pick it up and slide the twine off, carefully opening the scroll. “It’s a map,” I breathe out as we stare at the hand-drawn images. The handwriting matches the clue David Spellman gave his daughter. 

			“There’s not an X marks the spot,” I say, studying it. A long rectangle is identified as the lodge, and to the south past the drop-off is a network of trails and caves through the forest. I squint, tilting the paper toward the light. “These are marked as caves, and there are numbers alongside them.”

			Clark frowns. “So, we have a map, but still no clue where it leads or why. We can take the dogs for a long walk tomorrow, see if we can’t figure it out.” 

			“If we go early, we could even do it before the wedding prep.” I roll up the paper and slip the twine back on. I look at Clark and smile, and embarrassingly enough, my eyes burn. “Thanks,” I whisper. “You’re awesome.”

			His mouth lifts in a half smile, those blue eyes dark and lovely here in the shadows. “You’re pretty awesome yourself, Daphne Drew. Even if this doesn’t take us anywhere”—he gestures at the map—“I’m impressed with your smarts and your drive. You’re a sleuth, through and through.” 

			Drat, now the tears really start to form, so I take a deep breath and stand. I slowly release the breath and wait while Clark does his best to put the mess back together. It doesn’t look as neat as it did before we tore it up, but it’ll do at a glance. 

			He shakes his head with a rueful grin as he stands, looking splendid in his Fred costume and the wig that looks like Lego hair. I laugh quietly and sniffle, glad when the tears don’t fall. “Let’s go to a party,” I tell him. 

			“After you.” He winks and shines the flashlight ahead of me as we make our way to the hallway door. We listen carefully, but the voices from earlier are gone. 

			Clark and I both take pictures of the map before locking it in the safe behind the bar in the Sasquatch Suite. Even if Stanley sneaks around in here while we’re gone, he hopefully won’t find it. I can’t imagine he’d be dumb enough to try anything while the dogs are in here, but he’s seeming increasingly desperate. 

			Clark grabs his camera bag and I get my phone, looking down at myself and wishing I had pockets. “You want me to hold that?”

			“Perfect.” I beam at him and hand him the phone, which he puts into his camera bag. 

			“Good thing one of us is carrying a purse.”

			“It’s only fair. You’re paying for generations of men who haven’t carried one but enjoyed the benefit of having a girlfriend or wife who did.” 

			“Not sure when I became the scapegoat for generations of men,” he says and pulls the door closed behind us, locking it. 

			The hallway is long and vacant, and as we make our way to the elevator, I say, “I’ve only ever seen the Babcock women up here, and that’s rare. I sometimes feel like we’re the only third-floor residents.”

			“Yeah,” Clark says as we reach the elevator and the light, which goes out. “I do hear strange noises at night, though.”

			“Next time stick your head out of the door to see if anyone’s really there.”

			“I’m scared.” 

			I laugh as we step onto the elevator and he hits the lobby button. “Keep the dogs close by.” 

			“They’re afraid of Sasquatch; pretty sure they’ll be afraid of ghosts, too.”

			I look at him in his Fred costume and realize there’s no way in blue blazes I can ever find him ugly. Even if he weren’t physically attractive, something tells me his personality would eventually have me overlooking that fact. So much for my mental attempts at squelching the sizzling tension between us. It was a short-lived solution. 

			The elevator stops on the second floor and when the doors open, Fiona is there looking every inch the Barbie, with her fiancé who is dressed as Ken, right down to the wig. Evie Lindley is with her daughter, dressed as the Queen of Hearts from Alice in Wonderland, and knowing the volume level at which the woman customarily speaks, I decide it’s a good costume choice. 

			“Off with her head!” Evie shouts, and Clark and I both involuntarily jump. She’s brandishing a croquet mallet made to look like a flamingo. She laughs, and the rest of us join her mirth a little uncomfortably as they file onto the elevator with us.

			“Where’s Crystal?” I ask as we make our way down to the main level. 

			“She was late getting back from a walk with that receptionist girl,” Fiona says, “so she’s getting ready in our room. I have a few of her costume pieces in there.” Fiona pauses, frowning. “She seemed really jittery. Nervous. She’s never like that.”

			My amateur-sleuth spidey sense jumps to high alert. Based on the little time I’ve spent with Crystal Flannery, I can totally believe Fiona’s claim. “Do you think she’s sick?”

			Fiona’s frown remains and she lifts a shoulder. “She didn’t say anything.” She glances at her fiancé. “I’m a little concerned. I’ve never seen her afraid.”
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			Chapter 23

			
			“Crystal is probably just excited for the party,” Gerald Welmont says and pulls Fiona’s hand through his arm. “It’s a busy week, for sure.”

			Fiona’s brow wrinkles and I know she disagrees with him. She doesn’t say anything, though, and we file out of the elevator in silence. I decide that at some point in the evening, I’m going to corner Crystal and see if she’ll spill the beans to me. She and Amy must have discovered something on their walk. I envision a scenario where I corner Amy to ask what they found, and she punches me in the face.

			The lobby is filled with a riot of colors as people laugh together, oohing and aahing over each other’s costumes. There are actually a few Sasquatch costumes in the mix, of differing colors and quality. Welmont looks at Fiona, smiling and putting his arm around her. “Are you ready to meet some more of my boring old associates? I’m sorry more of your friends couldn’t make it,” he adds quietly, and it’s the first time I’ve seen him acknowledge her discomfort in a way that isn’t patronizing.

			“It’s okay,” Fiona says, and she smiles at him. “I’ll catch up with them later. The most important people to me are here.” 

			Evie eyeballs the guests and says, “We do have family arriving, if not tonight, then tomorrow. My sister will be here, with her four children.” She beams at Welmont and misses Fiona’s wince. “I’m going to mingle and see if they’re here. They’re coming from northern Idaho, but that’s still a bit of a drive . . .” Her voice fades out as she disappears into the crowd.

			We stand there for a moment, and Clark finally says to Fiona, “Well, you two look stunning. The ultimate power couple.”

			Fiona smiles and says, “As do the two of you!” She looks at the bandage on my head with a wince. “Daphne, how are you feeling?”

			“I’m great,” I tell her. “I had a break and I’m ready to go all night.” That’s not entirely true, but her face is genuine and kind. I don’t envy her position right now and hope true love really does have her in its grasp, because the vipers sit waiting in the wings. 

			Welmont takes a breath and moves Fiona into the thick of the crowd. Several people cheer and surround them, and they’re lost to my view. I look around at the party guests but don’t see Greg, Bobbi, Stanley, or Jane Welmont yet. Perhaps they plan to arrive fashionably late. More people are entering the front door, doing the usual shake-off-the-rain jiggle as they make their way farther inside. 

			Clark gets his camera out of its bag. “I’ll start circulating.” He begins working his way around groups of people and I wander, taking close note of the costumes and unfamiliar faces in them. I see a girl at the reception desk but don’t know her personally. 

			I look at her name tag and say, “Excuse me, Hallie, have you seen Amy Babcock?”

			“She’s sick, came down with something last minute.” Hallie looks at me, her eyes going round as she takes in my costume. “Oh, you’re Daphne! And I just saw a Fred! That’s adorable. Don’t forget to have your picture taken over there.” She points to the corner where a photographer is set up with lights and posing couples like they’re at prom. “Also, from what I hear, there’s a lot of money and older single men floating around the hotel tonight. Maybe if Fred turns out to be a dud, you’ll meet the right guy at the party.” She winks, and it’s exaggerated and funny. I laugh as I walk away from the reception area and circle the room. 

			The gift shop is closed, and something about the darkened interior behind the glass doors looks sinister. The vibe reminds me of being at elementary school in the evening for a choir concert or play. It’s dark outside, the classrooms are empty, and when you walk down the hall to the water fountain for a drink, you feel like everything’s slightly off. 

			The costumes are a combination of your basic witch, ghost, short-skirt-maid, and short-skirt-nurse. There are also vampires, a Frankenstein with an amazingly well-done makeup job, and a lady dressed as Marie Antoinette. Her head is still attached, and she is obviously going for the flattering, pretty approach rather than a post-beheading, gruesome Halloween one. I can’t help but think it’d be much funnier if she were walking around holding a head by its hair, but as I look closer, I see the woman behind the powder and makeup is Jane Welmont, who is clearly not going for “funny.”

			I wonder if Stan Jr. is attending as Louis XVI, and if he will be going for the humorous approach. Likely not, as the man wears beautiful cuff links and a bespoke suit when he’s conducting business. I also don’t see any of Jane’s mean-girl friends. They might be hidden inside the Sasquatch costumes, but somehow, I doubt it.

			Mr. Welmont and Fiona pose for the camera now, and the crowd laughs and cheers as he dips her backward and kisses her. I note a few women between my age and Welmont’s who exchange glances, and I can only imagine the snide comments floating around. Barbara and Lydia are in the mix, dressed as the two grouchy old men from the Muppet Show, and they stare open-mouthed at the spectacle of Welmont making out with Fiona in front of everyone.

			Welmont grins and waves and Fiona is red-faced but smiling tentatively. Then Welmont sees Clark.

			“Your turn!” He waves Clark over and then shouts, “Where’s Daphne?” 

			The crowd is thick; enough people are between me and the far corner that I have options.

			“Ooh!” Hallie squeals and runs out from behind the reception desk. She puts her hands on my back and shoves me forward. It’s almost like she knows I was considering bolting from the room. 

			I reach the staging area and Clark gives me a little smile and an eye roll. He sets his camera bag down and we stand on the drop cloth in front of a few bales of hay and one of the stuffed antelope heads.

			Clark puts an arm around my shoulders. “This is for Hannah,” he says to me through a smile. “Imagine how happy it will make her.”

			“Humph. For all I know, she orchestrated this.” The camera clicks a few times, and the photographer puts us in a couple different poses.

			“How about a kiss!” Welmont Sr. calls out and there are cheers and whistles echoing through the room. “We all know Fred and Daphne were a couple!”

			“Ha ha ha,” I say, smiling, “they only danced on the beach!” Like things haven’t been awkward enough between me and my new friendly work partner. If he feels pressured into kissing me, I’ll die. 

			“Not in the newer cartoons,” someone calls out. “They’re totally dating now!”

			“They’re not wrong,” Clark admits.

			I release a sigh as a chant starts up. “Kiss her! Kiss her! Kiss her!”

			Clark moves his hand to my back and it’s only because he’s still touching me that I have the courage to look up at his face. His entirely too-handsome face that is not ugly, and neither is his personality. None of him is ugly. This is a disaster.

			“Should we give them what they want?” He smiles at me and puts his hand on the side of my neck, his fingers curling around to rest on my nape. He’s waiting as the chanting grows, and I know he’s giving me a chance to either back out altogether or just give him my cheek and call it good.

			My lips twist in a wry smile. “For the fans,” I agree.

			He pulls me close and wraps his other arm around me, and as he tips me back like Welmont did to Fiona, he rests his hand at the back of my hand to hold my wig in place. Our eyes don’t close, the moment isn’t remotely romantic, and the crowd is beginning to sound more like a mob, but . . .

			Wow.

			His lips meet mine, and the connection is everything I ever dreamed it would be and more. He doesn’t just lay a quick one on me but makes it just long enough to be worth our while. The people around us cheer and clap, and Clark’s arm around me tightens, his fingers wrapping around my waist. I belatedly remember to raise my leg to make the image perfect, and then he finally lifts his head the tiniest bit before placing another soft kiss on my lips. 

			He grins and straightens, offering the crowd a bow, and I curtsey. He looks charming and unaffected, but I see the deep breath he sucks in just before he bends over to grab his camera bag. Then he takes my hand before I can run away and maneuvers us through the crowd, answering, “Ha ha,” to random comments. He pulls me away from the foyer and down the hall some distance to an alcove where ice and vending machines are stashed. 

			“Daphne,” he says quickly, rubbing his hand along the back of his neck, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for that to be so . . . you know.”

			“So what?” I ask, still stunned.

			“Intense.” He puts his hands on his hips. “I thought we’d shut everyone up. I should have been . . . faster.”

			I study him for a moment. “You’re not ugly, and you never will be. I have to accept that.”

			He blinks. “What?”

			I grasp his shirt in my fists and pull. “One more,” I say, and when he bends down, I place my hand around his neck and kiss him. 

			It takes him less than half a second to react, wrapping his arms around me. His hand splays across my back between my shoulders and shoves up to my neck, gripping me and slanting his lips over mine in a way I would totally define as “intense” if I could string more than a few words together in my brain.

			I do manage to think that my wig might become dislodged this time, but honestly, I’m too far gone. I don’t care if my real hair falls out. I kiss him with all of the pent-up longing and loneliness and lost sense of self I’ve felt for months. I have wanted to do this very thing with this very man from the moment ­Toby knocked him over, and the hunger has only built in the time I’ve spent with him. 

			He slowly guides me deeper into the alcove and then I’m up against the side of the ice machine. Our lips separate only long enough to gulp in air and then he’s kissing me again, cupping my face and tracing his thumb along my cheek, against my jaw. 

			His lips follow his fingertips and he whispers, “Daph,” quietly in my ear. His arms tighten gently around me as he brushes his nose softly against the spot on my neck just below my ear. 

			“Don’t tell me you’re sorry,” I whisper back, closing my eyes tightly. I don’t think I can stand it if he expresses regret. “Even though I started it.”

			He chuckles, not releasing me. In fact, he continues a slow exploration of my neck with his lips. “I am the opposite of sorry,” he murmurs. 

			The relief makes me giddy. “I mean, I don’t expect anything—we don’t have to have a discussion about this at all. I don’t want you to think I’m demanding something; we work together, right? You can contact HR if you want—I don’t even know if Hannah has an HR department. I don’t expect anything to change, and I don’t want you to think I’m going to be all weird now or something.”

			“What if I want you to demand something?”

			My breath stutters; my eyes are closed and he’s still tracing those glorious lips over my skin. I feel him smile and he finally lifts his head to look into my eyes. He brushes the wig hair away from my face and traces my jaw with his thumbs. He places a soft kiss on my lips and looks at me again.

			“It’s okay,” he whispers. “Yeah?”

			

			I nod, uncertain, my bravado long gone. 

			“It’s okay,” he repeats. “All good.” His mouth quirks on one side. “Very good. Exceptionally good.”

			“Okay,” I whisper. 

			“No big deal.”

			“Okay.”

			“One day at a time. We take things slow.” He gently kisses my forehead, and I feel like everything really will be okay. I trust him to be careful with my heart. I don’t easily give it away.

			“I’m not contacting HR.” His smile grows.

			I release a long, quiet breath. “I’m not contacting them either.” 

			“Good.”

			“Good.” I lick my lips. “I’m going to find a bathroom and check my wig,” I say, holding his wrists where his hands still cup my face. 

			“Awesome. I’m going to crawl inside this ice machine, and then I’ll see you back in the ballroom.”

			I laugh, and he kisses my forehead again. He steps back, and I mess with my wig, glad I have something to do with my hands. I step out of the alcove but can’t not look back at him. He winks, and I know my face is probably flushed. It’s not fair that he’s so composed while I feel all flustered and kind of giggly. 

			I pause, not sure what I want to say, and consider giving him finger guns or something. Rather than embarrass myself entirely, I blow him a kiss and hurry down the hall. I do feel a small sense of satisfaction that he mentioned climbing into the ice machine—maybe Clark Finkelstein-Henry is a little bit undone, too.
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			Chapter 24

			
			After checking my wig in the bathroom near the lobby, I make my way back into the fray. The crowd eventually moves to the dining room, where drinks and hors d’oeuvres are laid out on long tables that line the walls. The middle of the room has been cleared for mingling, and, later in the evening, dancing. I’m wondering if Rock-Throwing Sasquatch will make an appearance at any point, and I eye the floor-to-ceiling windows warily. 

			I find Clark, who is chatting with Marie Antoinette. He’s handing her a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter—the non-alcoholic beverages are on the tables in reach of the children. She smiles at him (very prettily, I note), and he is pleasant but maintains a respectable distance. I’ve noticed that about him—rarely does he create a Venn diagram out of his personal space and someone else’s. He’s careful, and I’m not sure if it’s because of experience with the fact that he’s hot and people like to lean in close, or if he’s been misinterpreted before and is wary. 

			Having just been in such close proximity to him, myself, I’m feeling a little sensitive. Kind of like a silverback on the prowl, ready to smack down any competition. I think of my protestations to Clark—nothing will change, I have no expectations—and sigh. 

			Marie Antoinette steps a little closer to him, and sure enough, he takes an imperceptible step back. There’s only so far he can go, though, with all of the bodies and costumes and accompanying paraphernalia. I wince when the Queen of Hearts swings her croquet mallet and misses his rear end by an inch. When he situates his camera on his chest as a barrier against Marie Antoinette, I make my way over to his side to act as guillotine. 

			“Why Fred, there you are!” I smile at him and then pretend to notice Marie Antoinette for the first time. “Oh, Jane Welmont? I didn’t recognize you for a minute.” I offer her my hand, and she looks at it as though I’ve committed a courtly faux pas. Does she think I should genuflect and kiss the royal rings? 

			She finally takes my hand and gives me the kind of limp handshake that always makes me feel squirmy. Like someone has handed me a squid. 

			“Your name is Fred?” she asks Clark.

			“No, that’s just my costume.” He smiles. “We’re cartoon characters.”

			She looks at the two of us, and I can’t tell if she’s baffled or annoyed. My guess is the latter, since I’ve preemptively interrupted her seduction of my colleague. 

			“I haven’t seen your husband yet, Mrs. Welmont. Is he dressed as Louis XVI?” 

			Her attention turns back to me sharply. “Why do you know my husband?”

			“We had breakfast this morning with him and Mr. Welmont. I don’t know if Clark told you, but we work for a magazine and are covering the wedding. We were at the planning meeting yesterday with you.” 

			“Oh, yes.” I see the dismissal in her face as she decides I’m no threat. 

			I keep my expression neutral with effort. She is the kind of woman who was a mean girl in high school, and I was the girl who floated mostly in academic circles. I wasn’t popular but wasn’t an outcast. I had a good group of friends, and we stayed comfortably in our middle lane. While I was never bullied, I’ve felt the sting of disdain and dismissal before. Considering the source, it shouldn’t matter, but rude is rude. This is what Fiona Lindley is marrying into, and my stomach clenches for her. 

			

			“Nice to see you, Mrs. Welmont,” Clark says and takes my elbow. “Enjoy your evening. Daphne, I was just going to look for you.” He leads me to one of the few places to sit in the room—a bank of chairs and a few sofas along the wall adjacent the windows. 

			“Sorry to interrupt,” I tell him, hoping my unsolicited rescue hasn’t cramped his style and feeling a little weird about the fact that I kind of molested him by the ice machine.

			His lips twitch and he sighs as we sit on a small sofa. “Thank you for that. I think she smelled blood in the water.” 

			“I do wonder where her husband is. Her friends don’t seem to have made a showing yet either.”

			“I saw a couple of the friends,” he says and leans closer, then points to the far corner. “They’re dressed as characters from Grease.”

			I squint, and sure enough, I see Sandy in her leathers and Danny in his letterman’s sweater. Clark props his arm on the back of the sofa. His fingertips just trail along my shoulder and I’m glad he’s not keeping an awkward distance. 

			I try to think of something witty to say but a loud gasp sounds from the middle of the room. Everyone stops to look, of course, and the crowd parts enough to show a shocked Marie Antoinette with a splash of red wine down her gray silk dress. The Queen of Hearts is standing near her, mouth open, holding an empty wine glass. 

			“Oh dear,” I murmur. 

			“Someone’s head will roll for this,” Clark says quietly, and I put my hand over my mouth and nose when a snort laugh comes out.

			“Oh, that’s great,” I whisper, biting my cheeks to keep quiet. 

			Meanwhile, the Queen of Hearts is apologizing profusely to Marie Antoinette, who is now being attended to by Sandy from Grease. Evie Lindley is beet red, and my heart goes out to her in sympathy. She already is an outcast socially with these people, who tolerate her only because her daughter is to marry into their lofty circle. 

			True to form, Jane Welmont doesn’t say a word to Evie, who is beside herself with mortification. Everyone seems frozen in place, and I finally have to move. I get up and cross the room to Evie. I put an arm around her shoulders and gently try to nudge her away, but the woman is made of stern stuff and is rooted to the floor. 

			“I’m so sorry,” she says for the hundredth time to Jane, and Sandy finally glances at her in irritation.

			“It’s fine, we’ll take care of it,” Sandy snaps and leads Jane away from the center of the room. 

			“Let’s get you a drink of water or something,” I say to Evie, and she finally lets me turn her toward the refreshment table. “Accidents happen, and with a dress that wide it was inevitable.” 

			“She does have quite a lot going on under there,” Evie says on a little sob. “A bustle on either side of her hips—can you believe that was ever the style? People should have been beheaded for that!” 

			I murmur my agreement as we find some glasses of water and I hand her one. A little kid dressed as Princess Leia taps Evie and hands her the flamingo croquet mallet, which must have been dropped in all the kerfuffle. 

			I thank Princess Leia for finding it and give her a glass of water, too. She eyes me like I’ve lost my mind but takes the water and walks off with it. Probably she wanted one of the fruit punch glasses, but her dress is white, and Future Leia will thank me when she doesn’t have to face her mother’s wrath.

			 “Evie,” I say and look at her face, which is still stained pink with embarrassment. Her eyes are glossy with unshed tears. “Accidents really do happen all the time, and trust me, if it hadn’t been you tonight, it would’ve been me.” I rub her shoulder and offer a little smile. “She’ll get the dress cleaned, and all will again be right with the world.”

			“I’ll have to see her at functions and things,” Evie murmurs and looks down at the glass of water she’s clutching with both hands.

			“So what,” I say, waving a hand like it’s no big deal. “She’ll forget all about it and won’t bring it up.” What I want to add is that Jane will likely never speak to her about it because she won’t ever talk to her about anything anyway, but I leave that part out. “Nobody in the world hasn’t made a mistake or had a little incident, even Jane Welmont.”

			Evie gives me a wobbly smile and laughs a little through a sniff. “Thank you, Daphne. You’re very sweet.” 

			“Oh, pshaw,” I say with a smile. To my relief, Fiona is approaching with Gerald on her heels, and she takes over for me with a mouthed “thank you” as she hugs her mom. “Let’s get some air, Mom. We can fix your makeup in my room.”

			I nod at her and then make my way across the room. My headache is returning; the buzz and music in the room doesn’t help, and I step into the lobby for some air. 

			Bobbi is behind the reception desk, looking frazzled. “Bobbi, I hope Amy feels better soon,” I say. 

			Bobbi glances up at me, distracted. “Thank you, Daphne. Can’t imagine what came over her so suddenly. She seemed fine earlier.”

			Uneasiness settles down my spine as I think of Amy and Crystal searching for something that probably led to no good. I have got to find Crystal before the night’s over and ask her point blank what’s going on.

			I see Clark through the open doors, again snapping pictures in the throng. I wonder if he views groups of people like the wildlife he used to go in search of. We’re a weird species, that’s for sure. The people and the noise and the music and laughter swirl around me like a slow-moving cyclone, and I’m starting to wonder if I really did get concussed. I need another dose of Tylenol. Then I make eye contact with Clark.

			He lifts his chin and heads toward me in the lobby. He’s almost to me when a scream sounds from the mezzanine. We look up, and the scream continues in horror as someone stumbles to the railing and looks down into the lobby. It’s Fiona, and the scream turns into sobs. My immediate fear is for her mother—could she have had a heart attack? Alarmed, I head for the stairs with Clark on my heels. I take them two at a time and finally reach Fiona, who collapses on the floor at the railing.

			I hurry to her side and sink down next to her. “What is it?” I’m breathless from running and from fear at the terror in her cries. 

			“Crystal!” she chokes out. “In my room. I think she’s dead!” She points with a shaking finger, and as people begin pouring into the lobby and up the stairs, I look at Clark. He steps toward the open door she’s pointing at and crosses the distance quickly. Evie Lindley is standing just outside the door, white as a sheet and swaying on her feet. Gerald Welmont reaches the top of the stairs, his eyes wide with concern. When he reaches Fiona, I trade him places and follow Clark to the bridal suite.

			The lavish sitting area is empty, so I follow through to the bedroom and then to the huge adjoining en suite bathroom, where Clark is standing stock-still. I try to come to a stop, but my shoes slide, and I collide with him. He throws his arm out, and I clutch it to keep from falling— and also to keep from stepping any farther into the room.

			Crystal Flannery is lying on her back in her Tennis Barbie costume, eyes closed. Her skin is a ghostly, sickly color, and a steady stream of bubbly foam escapes her blue lips and dribbles onto the cold tile floor.
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			Chapter 25

			
			Crystal’s chest moves shallowly, and we dash for her, realizing she’s still alive. “Crystal,” Clark says loudly and taps her cheek. “Wake up for me.”

			I grab one of Crystal’s hands and rub it briskly. “Come on,” I murmur. “Please wake up!” 

			Gerald Welmont hurries into the room, followed by Stanley, who is, disappointingly, not Louis XVI. He’s a doctor with a smock and stethoscope, which would be great right now if he had any real training. As it is, though, he’s just in the way. 

			I take a couple shallow breaths, followed by deeper breaths, and the feeling starts returning to my limbs and face. “Call 911,” I tell Mr. Welmont. I look at Stanley and say, “You find out if there are any real doctors here tonight.”

			 Stanley turns to follow my instructions but then pauses at the door and shakes his head. He spins around and confronts me. “Who are you to tell everyone what to do?”

			“Who I am doesn’t matter! Crystal is dying!” I snap. But then I decide it does matter, a little. “And for the record, I am an investigative journalist, and I will write up every salacious detail of this evening and send it straight to the AP if you don’t get out of this room!” 

			He pauses, nostrils flaring. 

			“And your costume is dumb,” I hiss. I don’t know where the words are coming from, or why. 

			

			His mouth slackens, but when I don’t soften the ridiculous observation, he finally leaves the room. 

			Clark is checking Crystal’s pulse and breathing, and he turns her carefully onto her side. He must see the angry set to my jaw and the manic look I feel shooting out of my eyes. He looks at Mr. Welmont, who is dutifully on the phone with emergency services. 

			“We can’t let anyone else in here until the EMTs arrive,” I say. “Who knows how much evidence is already contaminated?” I hear a clamor behind Mr. Welmont as people begin flooding the sitting room. “And is dispatch notifying the police?” I would bet they are—it’s not like I need to tell everyone how to do their jobs—but my brain is spinning and I feel sick with fear and worry.

			Another thought hits, and it fills me with dread. Genuine dread. Amy Babcock was with Crystal this afternoon; Fiona said Crystal seemed “jittery” and that it was odd, and Amy is in her bed, suddenly sick. I think of Crystal’s lips, of the bubbles on them, the discoloration. “Someone should check on Amy,” I tell Clark. “She might be in danger. I think Crystal was poisoned.”

			Clark slides a hand beneath Crystal’s head. “Without a doubt.” He looks at Mr. Welmont, his jaw tense. “They need to get here quickly,” he tells the older man, who nods and advises dispatch of Crystal’s symptoms and condition. He asks Clark a few questions and relays the information back into the phone. 

			“Where is that stupid Stanley?” I mutter, looking around the corner. “You can’t tell me that with all the people here tonight, there’s not at least one medical professional in the mix.”

			Welmont nods, his face nearly gray in hue. “I’ll see. I’ll also advise Bobbi to check on Amy.” He clears his throat and orders everyone back out into the hallway. I can hear Fiona’s heartbroken sobs echoing through the mezzanine, and the sound of her raw grief makes my eyes tear up. She must think Crystal is dead. I hope Welmont tells her she still has a chance. 

			The din quiets out in the hallway and I hear Welmont talking. Fiona’s cries take on a different tone, and as much as I want her to feel hope, I don’t want it to be dashed again if Crystal doesn’t even make it to the hospital. 

			Clark keeps talking to Crystal, tapping her cheek even as he protects her head from hitting the floor. “Come on, Crystal,” he says firmly. “Just a little bit longer. Fiona needs her maid of honor. Who else will step in? Marie Antoinette? Sandy from Grease?” 

			His delivery is smooth, his demeanor calm. He’s tense; it’s clear in the tightness in his jaw and brow. I hear sirens in the distance and feel the pressure on my chest ease the slightest bit. 

			A few more minutes pass, and in my mind the sand in Crystal’s hourglass just keeps falling. I stand and pace to the door, relieved to finally see paramedics round the corner. I point to Crystal, and they kneel beside her as Clark moves back, telling them what he’s observed. They get to work, and Clark joins me at the doorway, wiping his hands on a small towel. 

			He puts his hand on the back of my neck and I lean against him, unable to see Crystal as one paramedic speaks into a radio clipped to his shoulder. A stretcher is wheeled into the bedroom, and Clark and I step completely out of the way as Crystal is quickly strapped onto the board and lifted up. 

			I look at her face, now covered by an oxygen mask, as they whisk her out of the room and into the hallway. I chew on the inside of my lip, fighting tears as I beg all the lucky stars that Crystal will be okay.

			Curious party guests trickle into the seating area outside the bedroom, and I snap back into half-crazed mode. “People need to stay out of here until the police arrive.” I move to the sitting room and point to the hallway. “Everybody out, this is a crime scene.” I’m feeling fierce, daring someone to argue with me. 

			The people must see the unhinged look in my eyes, because they back out. Mr. Welmont moves to the door and says he’ll guard it until the cops get here. I grasp my arms around myself and begin pacing. Clark braces himself against the door leading to the bedroom, his lovely, lovely biceps on full display as he folds his arms across his chest. 

			I look at him as I nervously pace and admit, “It’s probably not cool that we can be in here but nobody else can. Maybe we ought to clear out.”

			“I think of everyone here, you have the most authority.” 

			I look up at him, narrowing my eyes, my pacing halts.

			“Who better than an investigative journalist to keep a lid on things until authorities arrive?”

			“You are mocking me again,” I say flatly.

			He smiles slowly and looks me over from wig to the tips of my snazzy cartoon shoes. “Daphne Drew, I am in awe of you.” 

			I brighten a little at that. “Really?” 

			“Yeah,” he says quietly, and I see the dimple when he smiles. 

			There’s a scuffle at the door, and I hear Fiona shouting, “I want to talk to her! Now!” She sounds a little unhinged, and who can blame her. I’m unhinged and I’ve known Crystal for only two days.

			Welmont opens the door and Fiona enters, her face a horrible mess of mascara, pink makeup, and tear tracks. Clark positions himself discreetly at the bedroom door, but Fiona doesn’t make a move toward it.

			“I talked to her an hour ago,” she chokes out, looking at me. “She said you were asking her some questions.”

			I swallow, but nod. “Earlier on the walking tour.”

			“She thinks you’re smart.” She closes her eyes briefly. Tears run again, but silently now. “I want you to figure out who did this to her.”

			“I . . . I’ll try, but it’s not my place—” 

			“Crystal might die,” she hisses. Her brow wrinkles and her next words come out on a sob. “She might die. Crystal isn’t wealthy or important to anyone here but me and my mom, and I don’t know if the police will even care. You’re a . . . you’re an investigative person.”

			“A journalist. Yes.”

			

			She lifts her chin and sniffs. “I am engaged to a very wealthy man. I am hiring you to investigate Crystal’s attempted murder.” 

			My mouth gapes open and I force it shut. “But, but journalist,” I manage to reply. “I’m not a cop or detective or even a P. I.”

			She looks me dead in the eye. “You are now. You’re my private investigator, and whether you”—she waves her hands—“do journalism on top of it is up to you.” She pauses and tightens her lip when it trembles. “Please.” 

			I nod and suck in a deep breath. “I’ll ask some questions, find out who saw what.” 

			“Okay.” She nods too. “Okay.” She wipes her nose with the back of her hand and grimaces. “I need to get cleaned up, but I can’t use my bathroom.” She blows out a puff of air as the tears continue to fall. 

			“I’m sure your mom will let you use her room,” I say. “Or you’re welcome to our bathroom upstairs. It’s . . . well it’s weird, but it works.” I glance at Clark, who nods in agreement. 

			“Can I use your room?” Fiona asks. “I don’t think I can deal with my mom right now.”

			“Sure. I’ll take you up there.” 

			“I’ll wait here for the police,” Clark offers. “They’ll want to talk to you; I can send them upstairs if you want to hang out in there for a while.”

			“Do you want Gerald’s company?” I ask Fiona.

			She is quiet for a moment and then shakes her head. “Not right now. I just need to think.”

			“Okay.” I turn to Clark, who is rummaging in his camera bag. He hands me my phone and room key. 

			“I’ll be up when I can,” he says.

			I put an arm around Fiona’s shoulders and guide her from the room like we’re doing a perp walk, what with all the people gathered around. Only thing missing is the exploding camera flashes and shouted questions. I explain to Gerald and Evie what we’re doing, and while both look like they want to protest, they don’t. I guide Fiona to the elevator and up to the Sasquatch Suite in silence, and once we’re in and the dogs have suitably greeted us both, I heave a quiet sigh. 

			It’s only after I’ve explained the mechanics of the champagne tub to Fiona and closed the door to give her some privacy that I remember Amy. Everything feels very wrong, and I can’t unsee Crystal lying on the bathroom floor, her chest barely moving, her skin ghostly. I slip out of the room and run down to the Babcock women’s room, knocking on the door. There’s no answer, so I decide to get hold of Bobbi. 

			I use the suite phone to call down to reception and ask Bobbi to check on Amy. She hesitates, probably thinking I’m nuts, but when I mention Amy and Crystal spending time together this afternoon, she quickly agrees. I can only assume that if something’s wrong with Amy, we’ll all know about it soon. 

			I frown, thinking as I gather clean clothes for Fiona to change into. My hands are shaking and I feel cold. What I wonder now is—who knew Crystal was in Fiona’s bathroom?
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			Chapter 26

			
			I hear the showerhead clunk several times as Fiona showers, and I imagine her dropping it. I hear another loud bang, followed by a long string of curses, and then I hear water spraying across the door and wall. More curses, a sob, and I’m almost ready to knock on the door and ask if she needs help. 

			The water eventually switches off, and I breathe a sigh of relief. After a few minutes, the door cracks open, and I see her wrapped in a towel with another around her hair. I hold up the clothes and she sighs gratefully. 

			“Thank you,” she says and grabs them, going back into the bathroom and closing the door. 

			While she gets changed, I pace. I keep seeing Crystal’s form, lying ignominiously on the bathroom tile. I’m angry for her. I walk the length of the lounge and back again, and the dogs sense my agitation. ­Toby is right on my heels, and amazingly, Fidget joins in the march. 

			The bathroom door opens again and Fiona steps out, cleaned up but looking exhausted. “Have a seat,” I tell her, motioning to the couch, and I grab her a water bottle from the fridge. She might want something stronger, but I’m not about to crack into the minibar stash—Amy will charge Hannah’s card three times the amount.

			Thinking of Amy has me wincing, and I hand Fiona the water bottle. I’ve got to stop regarding her with such snark, especially since her life may be in danger. I text Clark to make sure Bobbi has checked on Amy. 

			

			“Are you okay to talk?” I ask Fiona, settling onto the couch. ­Toby takes up his customary position pressed against my leg, and Fidget hops onto the couch next to Fiona. 

			Fiona takes a sip of water and then nods. “I may get all blubbery, but I’ll tell you whatever I know.” She smiles sadly at Fidget and pets her head, scratching behind her ears. This has earned Fiona a friend for life, and Fidget climbs onto her lap, where she settles down comfortably. Fiona laughs a little, and then rests her hand in Fidget’s dark, soft fur. 

			Okay. Think, think, think. I grab a yellow notepad and a pen. Where would I start asking questions as a private investigator? I’m suddenly feeling very ridiculous, but I look up at Fiona’s red-rimmed eyes and thousand-yard stare. I tell myself to start as though I’m writing an information piece. I need source material. She gives me permission to record our conversation, so I set up my phone and begin.

			“Fiona, Crystal told me she and Amy overheard a discussion that may be to your benefit someday. Did she tell you about that?”

			Fiona nodded. “She recorded what they overheard, and I had her send it to me so we’d both have a copy. It’s . . . it’s not great—you can’t see anything in the video, but the audio is clear. Crystal wanted me to keep it so I can share it with Gerry if I need to, but I feel like it’s bigger than that, especially now.”

			“You have your phone?”

			She nods and pulls it from her pocket. She taps the screen a couple times to bring up the recording. The video shows the front office just behind the reception area, and it’s clear Crystal and Amy are standing stock-still, hoping to not be caught eavesdropping. Two voices are speaking, and I know them well enough by now to distinguish between them.

			“Stan, I’m getting tired of being roped into your drama. We’ve looked for years. Years.” Greg Miller’s voice sounds strained and angry. Afraid. 

			“And now we’re finally on to something!” It’s Stan Jr.’s voice. “David’s kid claimed to have information leading to the map. She insisted she get David’s share since she’s his sole beneficiary.”

			“What share?” Greg demands. “Someone else probably found it ages ago!”

			“We would have heard about it by now! Someone finds D. B. Cooper’s money and doesn’t sell the story to the media? That’s the whole point of finding it! The serial numbers on the money itself make it impossible to spend without being flagged by the FBI—use your brain, Miller. It’s the story that will make the biggest payday. Now if we can just find the map . . .”

			“Wait, back up,” Greg says, “what do you mean David’s kid ‘claimed’ to have information? Claimed, not claims? I thought she just took off.”

			There’s a long pause, and Stanley sighs. “Not exactly.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“I—” Now, there’s a very long pause. “I argued with her and there was an . . . an accident.”

			“What sort of accident?” Greg growls. Each word is punctuated. 

			“I told her that she’s not entitled to anything, especially since David hid the map we were all supposed to share. She attacked me; I was only defending myself! I shoved her and she fell against a coffee table. Few minutes later, she was dead.” 

			Now, my mouth drops open, and I look at the coffee table my feet are resting on. I slowly move them, staring at the furniture sitting innocently before me. He didn’t say he was in the Sasquatch Suite, calm down. I try to settle my nerves, and it almost works.

			“Where did this happen, Stan?” Greg Miller’s voice is low, the fury evident in the way it shakes. 

			“The Sasquatch Suite.”

			I close my eyes and sigh. 

			Greg Miller makes a frustrated noise. “Let me guess. You didn’t even think to call 911? Wow, Stanley, you are a real piece of work. You might have saved her life!”

			

			“I couldn’t afford to!”

			Greg lowers his voice. “What did you do with the body?”

			Stanley clears his throat and coughs. He finally says, “You know the caves along the ridge on the south end of the resort? The ones we’ve dug up, looking for the loot? That’s where she is.”

			“You did what?” Greg explodes. 

			“I know it’s not a permanent solution. I can’t trust anyone else not to run to the cops, and Jane—Jane can’t know about this. I need your help to permanently get rid of the body.”

			Another pause and then a sigh. Then Greg Miller says, “Stan, you are a moron on so many levels. First of all, how much longer do you think you’ll have free run of the resort? Not only are you not going to be able to talk your father into turning the reins over to you before he dies, you don’t even realize he changed his will!”

			Stanley snort laughs, derision clear. “I think I would have been notified had my father changed his will.” 

			“It’s true. He’s leaving the resort to his new baby bride.” Greg sounds smug, and I imagine his satisfaction at proving his frenemy wrong.

			After a prolonged pause, Stan says, “How do you know that, Miller? Why would you possibly be aware of that information?” Stanley’s tone has changed.

			“I have been observing the running of this resort much longer than you have, Stan. I see every bit of paperwork that comes this way, I hear every rumor, and I’m aware of every phone call, every email.”

			“Because of your sister,” Stanley snarls. “I should have fired her years ago.”

			“Why? For doing her job?” Miller pauses. “How long do you think your father will live, Stanley? Five years? Ten? Doesn’t matter, because the new Mrs. Welmont will be plenty young enough to take her place as owner here. Maybe she’ll offer you a job. She can hire you to keep digging for a secret we buried forty years ago and still can’t find.”

			

			There’s a scuffle, and I’m pretty sure I hear punches thrown. One of the men must come out on top, because there’s a thud, some cursing, and then Stanley’s voice is clearer, as if he’s moved closer to the door. “Don’t say another word to anyone about any of this. I need time to think, and we’ll talk tonight after the costume party.”

			Greg Miller coughs, and the video catches him near the doorway, running the back of his hand along his mouth. “Are you going to confront your father?”

			Stanley makes a noise that brings to mind an image of a stampeding bull. “I’ll take care of it.”

			The video blurs, then, as Amy and Crystal hurry out of the office. Given what’s happened to Crystal, I’m wondering if they escaped unseen. 

			Fiona closes the video and looks at me, one hand limply holding the phone, the other restlessly petting Fidget. 

			“Okay.” I nod, taking a breath. “Send me the video right now. Here’s my number.” My phone dings with the alert when Fiona taps her phone. 

			I scribble some notes, and I do mean scribble, because I can’t get the words down fast enough. “Stanley Welmont, your soon to be son-in-law, now is aware of your inheritance,” I say as I keep writing. “So is his wife, who has plenty to say about it.” I think of the conversation Clark and I overheard between Bobbi and Greg not long ago in the Bigfoot Suite, and suddenly things are making sense. After Stanley’s altercation with Greg, he must have told Jane about his father changing the will. She screeched at him in a fury, which Bobbi overheard. 

			Fiona nods and rubs her forehead. “I was going to tell Gerry, but there hasn’t been a good time. I thought I’d wait until later tonight when the party ended and things were calm.”

			I frown, trying to put together a timeline. The altercation happened right after breakfast. “When did you first listen to that video you just played for me?”

			

			“Right before I headed down for the party.” Fiona’s face is drawn. Exhausted. “Crystal and Amy were late getting back, and she came to my room to finish her makeup. Her battery had died while she was out with Amy, so she charged it in the bathroom while showing me the video.” She looks at me, stricken. “She told me they found something, but she couldn’t say until Amy had worked out a few things—I have no idea what that means. Crystal didn’t get any pictures of whatever it was they found because her phone was dead, but Amy did.”

			My heart starts beating harder until I’m pretty sure it’s slipped my chest cavity and has climbed up into my throat. “I wonder if they found Kinley.” 

			Fiona lifts a shoulder. “Maybe. Amy told Crystal she knows about the caves at the bottom of the ridge on the south end of the property that Stanley mentions in the recording. That’s where they went walking after the tour.” 

			I let out a long breath. “I wish they would have immediately called the police. We really need to talk to Amy.” I look at Fiona in sympathy and we’re quiet for a moment. “You’ll be okay, and so will Crystal,” I tell her, hoping it’s true. I hope she’s going to be happily married with her bridesmaid at her side. 

			“I don’t know if I can drink ginger ale again. It’s our favorite drink, both of us.” She smiles and her eyes fill. “Gave her my last can right before I went down to the party. She complained it was flat but had no problem guzzling it anyway.”

			Something about that fact gives me pause, but right then there’s a knock on the door and Clark pokes his head in. I motion for him to enter, and behind him are two uniformed officers and a man in a blazer and jeans. They all enter the sitting room and make introductions. Detective Blake offers Fiona his hand, and then me. He’s not the same detective I saw earlier this week running away from Amy. This one looks much more professional.

			Once everyone is sitting down and Fidget stops growling, he begins with preliminary questions. 

			

			Fiona looks at me when she reaches the point in her narrative about Crystal’s video. As much as I’d like to keep it private just long enough to give me a chance to speak with Amy and figure out the mystery by myself, I nod at her and point to the phone.

			“I’m sorry,” Detective Blake says to me as Fiona brings up the video, “you’re friends? What’s your relationship to Ms. Lindley?”

			“She’s my private investigator,” Fiona tells him. 

			All heads in the room sans Fiona’s turn to me. Detective Blake eyes me carefully. “You’ll turn over any evidence you might have immediately to the police, and you won’t impede the investigation in any way, right?”

			“Of course. That’s why I advised Ms. Lindley to show you this recording.” 

			He eyes me flatly, and I realize I’m now Jessica Fletcher. Or Miss Marple. The annoying amateur who gets under the feet of police departments everywhere but still ends up solving the case. I’m okay with the solving-the-case part, but I don’t want to be the annoying amateur. 

			I wonder if I can sneak away to Amy’s room to get the scoop from her before Detective Bossy Pants nabs her for an interview.

			Fiona starts the recording and the others listen raptly. As I listen again to the terse conversation, a possibility clicks in my head. Stanley Welmont has just discovered that Fiona will inherit the resort on Gerald’s death. There’s no love lost between Fiona and any of the Welmont friends or family. Fiona and Crystal look so much alike they’ve been mistaken for sisters their whole lives, and each woman was wearing a Barbie costume to the party. The murder happened in Fiona’s suite.

			Even without the similarities, if someone intended to poison Fiona, the point is moot because Crystal ended up drinking the last can of ginger ale. Either Fiona was to be poisoned because of the changing will, or Crystal was, because of what she found with Amy. 

			Detective Blake stands with hands on hips, scowling at the room, the coffee table, and Clark and me. “This room is a crime scene, but your fingerprints and DNA are going to be everywhere.”

			I scowl. “It’s not just us; the maids have been in here too, probably a few times since the ‘accident.’”

			Still eyeing me, he tells one of the uniformed cops to have a forensic team test the coffee table.

			I nod. “You’ll probably find at least a small sample of blood on that corner where she hit her head.” 

			Blake looks at me flatly and then turns his attention back to the other officers. “Fingerprint the room’s guests also. Eliminate them from the other prints you’ll find in here.”

			“The room has a secret staircase,” Clark tells him. “You might want to check there too. I’ll show you.”

			He goes with Clark and does not scowl at him. I’m telling myself it’s just because the good detective doesn’t like private investigators. Otherwise, I’m sure we’d get along just fine. As long as he doesn’t find out I’m actually a journalist. Nobody likes the press.
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			Chapter 27

			
			As it turns out, nobody gets to interview Amy tonight because she’s taken two doses of NyQuil and is out for the count. I’m peering out of the suite door as Bobbi apologizes profusely but tells the detective he needs to return in the morning. When the cops head for the elevator, I slip down and stop Bobbi just as she tries to close the door.

			“Bobbi?”

			She’s tired. Her expression is tense, and her eyes look worried.

			Detective Blake pauses in the hallway and looks back at me. “What are you doing?” he asks—no preamble, no warning. 

			“I am talking to my friend, if you don’t mind, Detective. If you must know, I’m going to offer her a snack or a cup of hot chocolate.”

			He smiles at me, but it’s really nothing more than a twitch of his lips that absolutely doesn’t meet his eyes. He continues down the hallway without further comment. 

			One of the other officers tells someone on his radio that they’re headed back to the bridal suite to check on the processing there and adds that they need a crime scene unit to respond two miles south of the resort. He gives the location of the caves where Stanley, Greg, and presumably David Spellman hid their “secrets.” My stomach clenches, and I look at Bobbi, who’s equally stricken.

			“Is Amy really okay?” I ask Bobbi quietly. “Have you spoken with her at all?”

			She shakes her head. “She’s been asleep. I woke her long enough for her to tell me the police need to check the caves. I don’t know what it’s about. The rest was just a mumble. I couldn’t get anything else out of her.” 

			I bite my lip. “I think Crystal was poisoned. Keep an eye on Amy.”

			Bobbi’s eyes widen, but she nods.

			“Will you let me know the minute she wakes up?”

			Bobbi looks closely at me, and I can’t begin to imagine what she’s thinking. 

			“Fiona asked me to look into Crystal’s accident. You know, many hands make light work.” I swing my arm, trying to seem nonchalant, but realize I just look ridiculous. 

			“I’ll let you know if she says anything.” 

			“Thanks, Bobbi. Would you like a snack or hot chocolate? That offer is sincere. I’m happy to run down to the kitchen for you.”

			“No, dear. It’s fine. I’m going to try and get some sleep, too. It’s been a long day.”

			I think of Greg Miller’s knowledge of Stan Jr.’s killing and disposing of Kinley’s body and wonder if he’s confided any of it to Bobbi. Kinley was her daughter’s friend. My guess is she doesn’t have a clue what’s been going on. “I’ll see you in the morning,” I tell Bobbi, and she nods, quietly closing the door. 

			Rather than return to the suite right away, I instead go downstairs to the second floor. I look down over the guests who are filing out, the party having been ruined by something ugly and gruesome. Some of the kids are complaining, but otherwise, conversations are hushed. I hear Detective Blake raising his voice down the hall and I head toward him, hanging back just enough to hopefully not be noticed.

			“What do you mean, they’re gone?” He’s standing outside Stanley’s room, and Gerald is inside. 

			Gerald Welmont is facing the detective, his face hard and his stance wide. They are totally reenacting the shootout at the O.K. Corral.

			

			“They left. I have no idea where they went, but my son and his wife are gone.”

			“Pretty convenient, isn’t it, that I need to question your family and they’ve suddenly fallen off the map?”

			“Detective,” Welmont says evenly, “my fiancée’s best friend was nearly killed in our bathroom, and we aren’t even sure she’ll make it through the night. I am more worried about her right now than I am about my adult children, who can’t seem to lend support to family in a time of need. If you find them, tell them I’m looking for them, too.” He leaves the room, shoulder-checking the detective, and slams the door. He makes his way two doors down to Evie Lindley’s room and knocks, and when she answers, still dressed as the Queen of Hearts with smudged makeup, he speaks quietly to her.

			The detective runs a frustrated hand through his hair and spies me, hiding ineffectually in the shadows. He points a finger at me and glowers but doesn’t say anything. He reaches the bridal suite as other officers come and go, some wearing protective gear used for processing crime scenes. A lump forms in my throat and my eyes burn. Crystal might have a swim team now without a coach, kids who will miss her if she dies.

			I head back upstairs, suddenly feeling very achy and very tired. When I get to my suite, I find Clark getting something out of his limited-food-options lunch container and a bottle of peach green tea. I’m craving chocolate and wonder if I managed to hang onto any from the trove Jilly packed for me.

			Fiona is on her phone, nodding, and she stands, saying, “Okay. I’ll be right down. No, Mom, I’m okay. I promise.”

			She ends the call and gives us a tired smile. “I’ll stay in my mom’s room tonight. Gerry will camp out in Stan’s, I guess.” She shakes her head. “I’m sure they figure the wedding is off.” She straightens her shoulders. “Joke’s on them—I don’t care if nobody is here but Gerry, my mom, and the minister.” 

			

			“Might actually be nicer.” I smile, and she manages one in return.

			“You’ll let me know what you learn after talking to Amy?”

			“Of course.” I walk her to the door. “Try to get some sleep. And Fiona—somehow everything will be okay.”

			She surprises me by throwing her arms around my shoulders and squeezing tightly. “Thank you for being nice to my mom earlier tonight. And Crystal doesn’t respect many people, but she thinks highly of you.”

			My eyes burn again, and I blink. Her hug is very tight and sincere.

			“My pleasure,” I tell her, and I do mean it. I step back as she releases me. “Oh,” I say, stopping her, “do you know about what time Crystal should have come down from your bathroom?” I pause, not wanting to so bluntly ask if she knows when her friend was nearly killed. 

			She smiles sadly and sniffles. “Her mascara was on the floor. She’d already put on her foundation and other stuff but needed a fresh tube of mascara. Someone must have snuck in not long after we left the suite.” 

			I don’t tell her I suspect someone may have set the wheels in motion with the poisoned ginger ale well before Crystal even entered the room. 

			I thank her again and watch as she makes it to the elevator and disappears inside it. The sconce on the wall does not blink out; the third-floor ghost is showing her respect. I make my way to the sofa and plop down, realizing I’m still in my Daphne dress and wig.

			I pull off the wig and run both hands through my hair, knowing I probably look like Albert Einstein. 

			Clark joins me on the couch, eating carrots dipped in gluten-­free, responsibly sourced hummus. He’s changed his clothes and divested himself of his wig. I look like Albert Einstein, and he looks like a freaking cover model. 

			“So, Investigator Drew, I’m thinking we need to look through all my pictures and check time stamps. That will tell us who was on the main level and at what time. We know that the ginger ale would have been placed in Fiona’s room before we met up with them on the elevator, but it doesn’t hurt to place people as time went on.”

			I nod, resting my elbow on the back of the couch and cradling my head in my hand. “Everything just got really funky.”

			He laughs but shakes his head. “Really funky.”

			“I didn’t see either of the Jr. Welmonts until well into the party, and then it was only Jane, working her powdered wig and petticoats.” 

			His lips twitch and he glances at me before dipping the carrot into the hummus. “What was it about her that got your dander up so much?”

			My brow creases. I can’t very well admit I didn’t like how close she was standing to him. “She’s mean.” That much is also true, so I feel no guilt about prevaricating.

			His look turns thoughtful, and his gaze softens a bit. “I get it.” 

			“Ugh, don’t pity me. It’s just her type—drives me nuts.”

			“I don’t pity you. I pity anyone who has to go up against you.” He winks at me, and I am slightly mollified. 

			“I’m going to put on pj’s and make a timeline. You’re good to look at pictures tonight?”

			“Yes.” He checks his watch. “It’s not that late—if someone hadn’t been poisoned, we’d still be down there tripping the light fantastic.”

			“What does that even mean? Besides dancing.” I get up and walk slowly to the bedroom.

			“John Milton poem. My dad says it all the time. ‘Come, and trip it as you go / On the light fantastic toe.’ Ironically, the word trip means to dance nimbly.”

			“I trip all right,” I mutter, “in the common sense of the word. Nothing nimble about it.” 

			I’m gathering facts as I walk, wanting to nail everything down in my head before the wedding. Stanley Welmont has a lot to answer for. Of course, I suspect him of lacing the ginger ale with poison, but even if he had nothing to do with Crystal’s potential demise, he did kill Kinley, and he needs to pay for that. 

			Clark is moving around in the lounge, and I hear him opening and closing the fridge. He pokes his head around the open door and sees me staring at the secret panel. “I’m envisioning Stanley Jr. hauling a body down that staircase,” I tell him. I wince, thinking of Kinley Spellman and the picture of herself and her dad that she kept in her pocket.

			Clark joins me and studies the panel we both know hides the secret stairway. “It’s pretty narrow—I can’t believe he managed to fit himself and a body down that staircase.” He studies me for a minute. “What kind of contraband would you smuggle in via the secret staircase?” he asks.

			“Banned books.”

			He laughs out loud, and I smile, following him as he steps back into the lounge with a head nod. “You should keep wearing the Daphne dress. It suits you. Let’s check some time-stamped pictures.” 

			Smiling, I decide to put on my fuzzy Crocs and join him in the lounge, wearing awesome footwear along with my Daphne dress and pink tights. We look through the pictures and before long, because the gold couch is so dang comfy, I’m nodding off. 

			“Daphne,” Clark murmurs and I feel a little nudge on my arm.

			“Mmm?”

			“It’s midnight—go to bed and we’ll do the rest of this in the morning.”

			I’m groggy and the words in my head have a hard time making it out of my mouth. “Have to find D. B. Cooper in the morning.”

			“Come on.” He pulls on my hand. “I’m almost done with the pictures—I’ll finish in half an hour.” He pushes and guides me toward the bedroom while I stagger like someone leaving a bar after closing time. I fall onto the bed face first and I feel Clark trying to shove me under the covers, slippers and all. 

			I wave a hand in his general direction and mumble, “S’okay. This Daphne dress is warm enough.”

			His quiet laughter trails back through the open bedroom door as he returns to the lounge.
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			Chapter 28

			
			Now that there’s paneling over the window in the bedroom, when the rocks hit it an hour later, I’m not as worried. They bounce off the roof, just like before, and some hit the wood insert but don’t knock it out of place.

			My watch says it’s 1:00 a.m. I stumble over to the bedroom door and peer into the lounge, hoping Clark stays asleep.

			“You okay?” he asks, sitting up on the couch. 

			“I’m good. You?”

			“Yeah.” He rubs his hair, then slides his hand down the side of his face. “Seriously, dude?” He joins me at the window, where I’m cautiously peering out into the night. It’s remarkably clear, with a nearly full moon. The foliage is visible for miles, dark and thick. 

			Clark grabs his camera and returns to the window with his bag. With quick, practiced movements, he switches out his lenses and attaches a long telephoto one. He snaps a few pictures out the window and then, hesitating, he opens the window very slowly and sticks out the edge of the lens.

			“You’re going to be buying a whole new camera,” I warn him as another rock flies up. “And how on earth is that rock thrower missing the trees every time?”

			“Practice. He’s been doing this for a long time,” Clark murmurs, looking through the viewfinder and zooming in while snapping the shutter a mile a minute. 

			“You mean this prankster has been doing it for a long time?” I side-eye him and squint down into the trees again.

			

			“Look,” he says to me, still resting the lens on the window and moving to the side. 

			I scoot closer and put my eye on the viewfinder, like it’s a pair of binoculars. He’s still holding the camera, but I adjust it a bit as another rock comes sailing out of the trees. It gives me a better feel for where the person must be standing, and I put my hand on Clark’s, guiding the camera a few short degrees lower. 

			I see a dark shadow. It stoops and stands straight again, and as an arm lifts into the air, the body pivots toward me and I see a pair of glowing eyes. My breath leaves my lungs in a whoosh. I flinch and step back, glad Clark maintained his grip on the camera. “Reflecting . . .” I say and swallow. “Reflecting light.”

			Clark nods and looks again through the camera. “That’s not how human eyes work. The retina will reflect the flash from a camera, causing red-eye, but if you shine a flashlight in a person’s eyes at night, they won’t reflect it. Not like, say, cats.”

			“Tapetum lucidum,” I whisper. “Human eyes don’t have that layer.”

			He glances at me with a slow grin. “Very good, Ms. Drew. You never cease to amaze.” He snaps some more photos, and I wonder how many good ones he’ll actually get. It’s really dark down in the forest. 

			“Hmph.” I scowl. “Why is it so amazing I can call to mind relevant facts?”

			“That’s not the amazing part.” He looks at me and then back through the camera. “The amazing part is that such a huge brain is housed in an incredible body with a beautiful face. Doesn’t seem fair for one person to get all the things.”

			“Oh.” I clear my throat. “Well, then. Okay. And also you.”

			“Well, then. Okay.” He’s still grinning, and I want to lean over and kiss his neck. 

			When a rock hits the adjacent pane, he pulls in the camera and latches the window. The window isn’t damaged, but we both move back to the couch. 

			

			“Where’s Dr. Miller when you need him?” I ask, wondering which room on this floor is his. 

			“Probably outside, trying to capture a good video and saying things like, ‘Clever girl.’ Either that or he’s the one out there with Stanley, throwing rocks and trying to scare people away from the resort so they can search for D. B. Cooper’s money.” He shakes his head and rolls his eyes. “I don’t know exactly what they found, but come on. That claim is absurd.”

			I’m thinking about actual Sasquatch sightings. “But seriously, if the rock-throwing stuff happens a lot, aside from when he and Stanley are doing their shenanigans, why doesn’t Greg have better footage?” 

			Clark shrugs and yawns, stretching. “Why doesn’t anyone have better footage? They don’t want to be seen.”

			I roll my eyes and huff out an impatient sigh. “We just saw one!”

			“And it’ll be interesting to see if any of the pictures I took show anything.” He smiles at me, teasing. “It’s part of the phenomena, Ms. Drew. We may get evidence of an arm or leg on film, or make footprint castings, but with very few exceptions, video evidence is scarce. And what’s actually out there has been picked apart to no end.” 

			“Clark, do you believe there’s not really a Bigfoot?”

			He sighs. “I believe there’s something, yes. I don’t know exactly what it is, but I’ve seen enough strange things through the years that I admit it’s irresponsible to discount something just because it isn’t right in front of us. Just because we don’t get it.”

			I blow out a breath and lean back against the couch. “Fair enough. Just like you said, I’m Mulder and you’re Scully.”

			He smiles. “I’m good with that.” 

			“I’m going to take some painkillers and go back to bed.”

			“Your head?”

			“Yes. Mostly my brain.” I find the Tylenol and Advil we’ve left sitting on the bar and swallow down a few with a half-drunk can of Diet Coke I forgot to finish. “Ugh,” I shudder, “why do I always drink warm soda thinking it’s going to be okay?”

			Clark points at the roof and says, “Maybe he’s done. I haven’t heard anything for a minute.”

			I cross my fingers. “I’m tired, but what are the odds I’ll fall back asleep?” 

			“Hopefully in your favor,” he says.

			I head for the bedroom. “Good night,” I tell him. 

			“Night, Daphne.”

			I leave the door open a crack, just in case a boulder comes crashing through the makeshift window. Not sure how the open door will help, but it makes me feel better.

			I do manage to fall back asleep, and I know this because something jolts me awake again and for a moment, I’m so groggy I don’t remember where I am. I squint at my watch to see it’s now 2:30 a.m., and I’m getting mad.

			The noise is coming from the far wall containing the secret panel, and I’m now cursing the fact that I didn’t at least leave the closet light on or something. The board over the window ensures no moonlight is coming through, and it’s pitch black in here. But also, it’s cold. It hasn’t been cold like this all night. I reach for the bedside lamp switch but only succeed in knocking it off the table. 

			There’s noise, and I know someone’s in here. I grab my phone and switch on the light, but I’m shaking badly and nearly drop it. When I do manage to train it in the right direction, I see a tall figure and a flash of brown fur. Something is standing at the open doorway to the lounge. The secret panel in the wall is open and without thinking, I rush toward it, hoping to close it even as I yell out for Clark.

			The figure charges at me and before I can get the panel closed, he shoulder-checks me hard into the opening as he rushes out onto the staircase. My shoulder audibly pops out of socket, and I double over, gasping for breath and in so much pain I’m dizzy. 

			Clark rushes in, flipping on the overhead light switch as the intruder escapes down the staircase. I point after the person—who I now know is a Sasquatch—with my other hand as I sink onto the floor, trying hard to draw in a decent breath. 

			Clark drops down next to me and grasps my arms, bringing on another surge of blinding pain that has me coughing. I’m afraid I’ll throw up. 

			“My shoulder,” I choke out, “popped.”

			Clark curses under his breath and ducks his head to see my eyes. Off to the side I hear a stumble, crash, and cursing, and I hope Sasquatch has broken a leg on his way down the stairs. 

			“Go chase,” I wheeze, knowing what needs to be done for my shoulder and not wanting to do it. The barking dogs are not helping me stay calm.

			“Nope.” Clark scooches me forward and kneels next to me, bracing his hand against my injured shoulder and holding my wrist with his other hand. He pulls gently on my wrist, stretching my arm, which actually begins to alleviate some of the pain, and then maneuvers my shoulder with his other hand, popping it back into place.

			Now the tears come, and Clark sits next to me on the floor. I rest my head against his arm and he cups the back of my neck, softly rubbing circles with his thumb. “We missed the chance to unmask the villain,” I say, crying and sounding like a sad little kid. 

			“I’ll call down to the front desk right away. Maybe they’ll send up security.” 

			“There isn’t any security! The closest they have is Topher and Shanda, the maintenance pair.”

			He pauses. “It might have been Stan Jr., looking for the map. Or maybe he bullied Greg Miller into sneaking up. He must be getting desperate. Are you okay if I follow our intruder?”

			“Yes! Go. I think he got hurt—maybe it’ll slow him down.”

			Clark dashes into the lounge for shoes and is through the secret panel before I can even blink. “Follow footstep impressions in the mud!” I call after him. 

			

			“I got it, Daphne,” he calls back, and then he’s on the main level and out the hidden exterior door. 
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			Chapter 29

			
			I shove my feet back into my Crocs and pace the sitting room, going out of my head with a unique combination of worry and curiosity. I debate following Clark, but for all my good advice to him, I doubt my own tracking capabilities. Nearly twenty minutes have passed before I hear a scuffle in the hallway and a bang on the door, like someone’s using a firmly clenched fist.

			I run over and check the peephole to see Clark’s angry face. I open the door and drop my mouth to see him clenching the furry arm of a pale Amy Babcock. She’s holding the Sasquatch costume head in her other hand and she looks terrified.

			“Amy?” I move out of the way as Clark bustles her into the room. She’s limping as he guides her over to the couch where he unceremoniously drops her down and then runs a hand through his hair, winded and mad. He puts his hands on his hips and stares at her. 

			She swallows and then frowns, clearing her throat and visibly straightening. She gives me a once-over and says, “Nice Crocs.”

			“Hey!” I march over to Clark and glare at her. “You popped my shoulder out of socket! My Crocs are the least of your worries. What were you doing in my room?”

			She winces and emits a small sigh. She looks worried again, and I move around Clark to sit on the couch. 

			“I’ve got to find that map,” she says quietly. “Kinley was convinced it’s in here because that’s where her dad spent his time when they were young.”

			

			“What do you want with the map?” Clark asks her. 

			“I need it as leverage.”

			“Why?”

			She swallows again. “You saw what happened to Crystal—Stanley is going to kill me.”

			“You think it’s about you finding Kinley’s body? I’m assuming you did?”

			Her cheeks flush and she ducks her head. “I wish I hadn’t told Crystal we should wait before telling the cops we found Kinley. She wanted to go back and call them right away.”

			I have to admit, I really don’t understand this. “Why did you tell her to wait?” 

			Her face crumples. “I wanted to get some money out of Stan Jr. I also wanted to see him sweat for a minute. So, I confronted him, didn’t say outright that we’d found Kinley, just that we found something I knew he was responsible for.” 

			My mouth drops open and I know I’m being judgy, but Amy is making my head spin. “You were Kinley’s friend! How could you just leave her there like that?”

			“I wasn’t thinking clearly, okay?” Her fists clench. “What would you have done, Miss Perfect?”

			“I would have called the police!” I take a deep breath. “Okay. When did you confront Stanley?”

			She glares at me and then trains her gaze on the floor. “About an hour before the party.”

			 “Crystal was poisoned, and Fiona mentioned off-hand that Crystal had drunk Fiona’s last can of ginger ale.”

			She looks at me. “You think someone poisoned it thinking Fiona would drink it?”

			My brows draw together, my thoughts spinning. “It’s a possibility. Stan Jr. and Jane knew about the secret will change by then.”

			Clark sighs and steps back. I grab my phone and show Amy the picture I took of the map. Her eyes grow huge, and she pulls off one Sasquatch glove, grabbing the phone. “Where did you find it?” she breathes out. She looks at me, astonished.

			“The Bigfoot Suite.” 

			“But . . . Kinley was convinced—” 

			“There are subtle hints in the clue her dad gave her.” I lift my shoulder and it hurts, reminding me I’m mad at Amy. “So, wait. Your plan is to blackmail or bribe Stanley with the map?”

			She looks at the picture again, enlarging it and moving it around with the hand not wearing a Sasquatch glove. “This is better, forget the map itself. I know exactly what this means!”

			“Explain.” Clark is also still mad. A bright flash of lightning outside is followed by a loud clap of thunder, punctuating his statement. 

			“These caves,” she says, pointing at David Spellman’s drawing. “My mom used to take me hiking there all the time. She said Greg and his friends used to spend a lot of time here, and—” Her face pales and her eyes grow wet.

			“And what?” I ask her quietly.

			“That’s exactly where Crystal and I found Kinley’s body yesterday.” She looks at Clark and then me. “This map leads to some kind of treasure, right? We have to find it right now, whatever it is. I don’t know if you guys realized it, but Greg has been watching you like a hawk.”

			I frown. “He has?”

			She nods. “He’s not stupid. He knows you’ve been asking questions and digging for information. I’m surprised he and Stanley haven’t tried to break in here since you arrived.”

			“There was a time when the dogs went nuts—I thought they were barking at something in the closet. Oh wow. We hadn’t discovered the secret panel yet.” My heart thumps. “They were probably standing right on the other side of the wall and I had no idea.” How have I been so distracted that I didn’t think to shove a dresser or something in front of the panel? The thought that people might have been lurking out there when I was clueless has me feeling queasy.

			“Okay,” Amy says, still looking at the map, “I’m going right now. You can come with me if you want, but I gotta find whatever this is before someone else dies.”

			“Of course we’re coming,” Clark tells her, “and we’re calling Detective Blake before we leave.” He grabs a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, heading for the bathroom. “Put on better shoes, Daphne. Much as I love the Crocs . . .”

			Amy snorts and I roll my eyes. I hurry and switch out my super comfy slippers for running shoes and grab a jacket. The Daphne tights are as warm as leggings, so in the interest of time, I don’t bother changing my clothes. 

			The three of us sneak out the secret staircase like thieves in the night and make our way down the embankment. Amy asks about the treasure, and I tell her it’s all about D. B. Cooper.

			“Who’s that?” she asks.

			As she leads us through the forest, up and over hills, down through gulleys, and swashbuckling through hanging vines, I take a deep breath and dive in. 

			“Okay. In November 1971, a man calling himself Dan Cooper buys an airline ticket in cash, flying from Portland, Oregon, to Seattle.”

			“Why do people call him D. B. if his name is Dan?”

			I wave a hand in irritation. “One of the initial reports by a journalist got the name wrong, and although it was later corrected, by then everyone was calling him D. B. So anyway, he slips the flight attendant a note and tells her he has a bomb. She sits next to him, he shows her his briefcase full of TNT-looking sticks with wires and a battery. He says he wants to land in Seattle, and when the FBI gives him $200,000, two front parachutes and two back parachutes, he’ll release the hostages and then give the pilots further information.”

			

			Clark holds a branch out of my way as I slip and slide along behind Amy. I’m glad, because I nearly moved it with my face.

			“So, he gets the money and parachutes, tells the pilots to fly to Mexico City. They tell him they’ll have to stop in Reno to refuel, and he says, ‘Okay, fine.’ He uses one of the flight attendants as his go-between and she’s the one he mostly talks to. He’s miffed that the bag the money was delivered in wasn’t to the specifications he required, so he cuts into one of the reserve parachutes and creates a knapsack to hold the bulk of the money.”

			“Why would he cut one of his own parachutes?” Amy asks over her shoulder. “Wait, why did he want four in the first place?”

			“The implication was that he intended to take a hostage with him—that way the FBI wouldn’t tamper with or damage the parachutes.”

			“Oh, smart.” Amy nods her approval.

			Clark mutters something, but I can’t make it out.

			“Then what did he do?” Amy asks.

			“About thirty minutes outside Seattle, he tells the flight attendant to help him lower the rear staircase. On that style of plane, it can be done without an override from the cockpit.”

			“That seems like a bad plan.”

			“Yeah, something about the Vietnam War and covert drops. Anyway,” I say as Clark shoves another branch out of the way when Amy lets it fling back, “the flight attendant is worried about getting sucked out of the plane and wants to anchor herself with some of the parachute cord to the cockpit door. He says no, but finally lets her go to the cockpit. He makes her close the curtains at the first-class cabin so they can’t see him.

			“When she’s closing the curtains, she sees Cooper putting money in a belt around his waist. After that, she goes into the cockpit and doesn’t see anything else.”

			“I would have stayed and peeked out the curtain,” Amy says.

			“I would have too, except for the worry about the whole getting-­sucked-out-of-the-plane thing,” I tell her.

			

			“She probably wouldn’t have been,” Clark adds, “because Cooper made sure when they left Seattle that the cabin remain depressurized. Still,” he concedes, “it wasn’t a bad idea to tie herself to something.”

			“The thought of being so high up in a plane with a door opening makes me want to pass out,” I tell him. 

			Amy looks over her shoulder again. “So, did he jump?”

			“Yes. He opened the back stairs, and then the nose of the plane dipped, like when someone jumps off a springboard. It’s commonly believed that that’s when he jumped out, but because nobody dared leave the cockpit to see, they had to assume.”

			Amy pauses and we stop short to keep from running into her. “Nobody looked? That’s ridiculous!”

			“As far as they knew, he had control of the bomb in the suitcase. He refused to take it with him when he jumped, even though the flight attendant begged him to.”

			Amy twists her lips, looking dubious. “Was it even a real bomb?”

			“No,” I admit. “But they didn’t know it at the time. They continued to communicate with him from the cockpit, just in case he was still on board, but he never answered. They landed in Reno and the cops and FBI eventually boarded, but they only ever found a clip-on tie with a tie pin, and two strands of hair.”

			Amy’s still waiting expectantly. “And?”

			“And what?”

			“Where did Cooper end up?” She throws her arms wide, her voice rising.

			I smile. “That’s the thing. Nobody knows. He was never found; not a parachute, scrap of clothing, not even a shoelace. The bigger part of the mystery is that the money was never spent, either.”

			She’s staring at me. “So that’s it?”

			“Kind of. In 1981, a kid was fishing on the banks of the Columbia River in Vancouver, Washington. He was digging along the riverbank and unearthed about five thousand dollars in pretty rough shape and bearing serial numbers from Cooper’s ransom stash. But that’s the only thing ever recovered. Lots of potential suspects through the years, but nothing definitive everyone can agree on, so it’s still unsolved.”

			“Do you think he died?”

			I shrug. “I don’t think so, but some of the FBI agents at the time said he must have.”

			“There were copycat hijackings in the next couple years,” Clark adds, “and they all lived. Some even with less experience than Cooper was assumed to have had.”

			The wind slips through the trees and thunder cracks overhead. I want to get moving, because suddenly Cartoon Daphne’s outfit isn’t feeling as warm as it was when I was in the Sasquatch Suite, irritated and hot.

			“So, are you telling me,” Amy says, hands on her hips, “that Stanley Welmont and my uncle Greg think they’ve found D. B. Cooper’s money? Or something belonging to him?”

			Clark and I both nod. 

			“Seems that way,” I tell her. “And Kinley’s dad was with them at the time. They must have hidden the ‘treasure,’ and David Spellman drew a map. But something happened, because David hid the map in the Bigfoot Suite and disappeared. Stanley and Greg kept looking every summer after that but obviously never found it.”

			Clark looks back the way we’ve come and motions us forward. “I think we should keep moving,” he says and trains his flashlight along the path. “How much farther?”

			Amy’s brow wrinkles. “Can I see the map again?”

			I glance at Clark but bring up the map on my phone. Amy enlarges it with two fingers and then her mouth drops open. “I knew I saw something weird! Now it makes sense. Look.” She points at one of the caves on the map, surrounded by several stick trees. Beneath one of the trees is a squiggle that looks like grass or rocks, but when I squint my eyes, I see what she’s saying.

			“The letters ‘D. B.’?” I ask.

			

			“Yes,” she whispers, “but I keep thinking that the sick thing is that’s where we found Kinley.”

			We’re silent for a moment. When I find my voice, I say, “Stanley put David’s daughter in the same place they buried a treasure.” 

			Amy scowls at the map. “Classy.”

			“Did you see evidence of digging or anything?”

			Amy slowly nods. “Kind of, yeah. It was back from the entrance, but the ground around it from wall to wall looked like it had been churned up. It was weird at the time, but now it makes sense.”

			“Why didn’t they ever find it?” I muse as Amy finally turns and starts walking again. “Even without the map, you’d think between the two of them they could have remembered where they buried a pile of money. Or a parachute, or something.”

			“Probably why they went so crazy,” Clark says. “They couldn’t find it but knew they’d put it there. And David hid the only map before disappearing altogether.”

			Amy nods. “Kinley said her dad was in and out of jail before he met her mom. Decided to clean up his act, and even though the marriage didn’t last, he took care of Kinley by himself. They lived in Virginia for years and came back here after he got so sick.” 

			Clark keeps looking behind us and I’m feeling uneasy.

			“Did you hear something?” I ask.

			“Not sure. Let’s move a little faster. Amy, my guess is that cave has been cordoned off by police tape. Once they heard that video you and Crystal recorded, they sent a unit to investigate it.”

			“I don’t think we need to go there anyway,” Amy says. “If they’ve looked for years and never found their stupid treasure, they’ve been looking in the wrong place.” She bites her lip. “Besides, they may not have taken Kinley out of it yet. I don’t want to see her again like that.”

			“Do you know where they might have hidden their stash?” I ask. We’re headed down an embankment and I slip, nearly falling on my Daphne-dress backside when Clark grabs my arm and hauls me back up.

			In the brief pause that follows as I straighten, I could swear I hear the snapping of twigs behind us. A quick breath sounds, as though someone has sucked in and is holding it. 

			Clark keeps an arm around my shoulders and grasps Amy’s arm. She’s still wearing the Sasquatch costume, and if I weren’t scared, I would laugh at how ridiculous we look. She’s a Sasquatch without a head and one glove, I’m a Scooby-Doo cartoon with the wrong shoes and Albert Einstein hair, and our companion is the hottest thing on the planet since Vesuvius blew her stack. 

			Except it’s not quite funny because I’m pretty sure we’re being followed by something or someone who won’t or can’t identify themselves. 

			“Amy, where are we going?” Clark asks quietly as he moves us forward.

			“Not much farther,” she murmurs. “Just up here to the left.”

			I use my phone flashlight and see thick foliage that covers the forest floor and sides, like we’re in a narrow corridor. To the left is a dark opening, invisible if you’re not looking carefully. 

			“This is the cave my mom always took me to,” she says quietly. Her voice drops so low I have to strain to hear her. “She called it her ‘cave of wonders.’”

			I look at her. “Do you think she hid something here?” I whisper.

			Amy meets my gaze. “Maybe? It’s worth a shot.” 

			Clark frowns. “I don’t know. Seems like an awfully long shot.”

			“You think we should go to the one where they found Kinley? You said yourself it’s probably roped off as a crime scene by now.”

			Amy looks to the right, and if memory serves from the caves on the map, it’s further south. “Would they have someone guarding it?” Amy asks, despite the fact that she clearly doesn’t want to go back there.

			“Possibly,” Clark says, “unless they conducted the whole investigation in a couple hours. It’s really only been that long since Detective Blake listened to that video and sent another team out there.”

			“They might still be there.” I look into the distance. It’s so thick with vegetation that even though the storm is raging overhead, very little of the rain is dripping through. It’s dark, so dark that without a light, we couldn’t take another step. 

			“Maybe the map will have to be leverage enough,” I tell Amy. “For now, at least. And once they have Stanley in custody for killing Kinley, you won’t have so much to worry about.”

			“Ha,” she scoffs. “You think I can trust my uncle Greg? He’s not as bad as Stanley, but he didn’t turn in Stanley once he knew he was a murderer. Uncle Greg would sell me to pirates to get his hands on some money.” 

			I open the picture of the map again and study it. There are three more caves between Bobbi’s cave of wonders and the one labeled “D. B.” 

			“What’s the distance from here to here?” I ask, pointing from our location to the D. B. cave.

			“About a mile, I’d guess. Maybe a little more.” Amy pauses as though to say more, but she looks over my shoulder, her eyes open wide, and she screams.
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			Chapter 30

			
			I don’t even get fully turned around before Clark grunts and falls to the forest floor. Amy runs, and a dark shape takes off after her. Someone grabs me from behind, squeezing my middle so hard I can’t breathe. A hand clamps over my mouth and digs hard into either side of my face.

			“Not a sound, you nosy brat,” a voice growls in my ear. 

			I register several things at once. The hand over my mouth is furry, and my assailant has lifted me off my feet. He’s rushing toward the cave entrance, and I’m lucky to still be holding my phone because I’m pretty sure my abductor would have run us into the cave wall without the light. 

			Movement and snarling behind me signal Amy and the Sasquatch who has her in his grip. She’s wiggling and swinging her feet like I am, but before I know what’s happening, pressure on the side of my neck has me dizzy and disoriented. I feel a sharp thump on the back of my head, and the last thing I see is Greg Miller’s face as he knocks out Amy.

			The next thing I consciously register is angry, cursing voices. I am cold, seated on the ground, and my arms are secured behind my back. My head is throbbing. My arms are butted up against something solid, and as I slowly twist my head, I see Clark, similarly trussed up and unconscious next to me. Amy is on my other side with a gag in her mouth. 

			A length of rope encircles the three of us. We are tied up together with our backs to a large rock. We form enough of a semi-circle that I can’t keep both Amy and Clark in my periphery.

			I think for the millionth time today that if it weren’t so scary, it’d be comical. I feel like I’ve actually stepped into a cartoon version of my life. I close my eyes and blink against the pain. My bandage has come off my head, and I feel the warm trickle of blood down the side of my face. My head hurts and I am so dizzy I’m nauseated. My shoulder hurts from the strain of being stretched behind me, and I’m seriously wondering if this is how I’m going to die.

			Hannah will be so sad. She’ll feel awful that her assignment led to my doom. I wish I could tell her it’s not her fault—she didn’t make me go snooping around into things that had nothing to do with me. 

			Amy yells incoherently around her gag, and Stanley stalks over. 

			“Shut! Up!” he shouts, and the sound echoes around the cave. His eyes are wide and blazing, and the sight is enough to have Amy cutting off her protests. “If I have to tell you again, I’m putting duct tape over your nose!”

			Yikes. 

			I look to the side at Amy without moving my head. She’s breathing heavily but doesn’t try to talk or yell. Her face is alarmingly pale.

			I look around the cavernous room, which is lit by a single Coleman lantern. Greg also has his phone flashlight on, and Stanley is carrying a Maglite as he paces from one side of the room to the other. My mouth goes dry as I watch the way he swings the heavy flashlight around. If that’s what he used to incapacitate Clark, it’s no wonder he hasn’t woken up yet.

			I look at Clark and see a trickle of blood running down his neck from somewhere beneath his hair. My eyes burn and fear climbs up into my throat. I try to take a few deep, calming breaths, but they’re too rapid and I’m afraid I’ll hyperventilate if I can’t settle down. 

			

			Think, Daphne. Calm down and think. 

			I test the duct tape binding my wrists together. It’s so tight that my hands are tingling from lack of blood flow. There’s a small, sharp angle on the rock, so I start rubbing the tape against it, knowing full well it’ll take a year to actually cut myself free. It’s all I’ve got for now, though, so keeping my movements shallow, I keep trying and hope for a miracle.

			I look at Greg Miller, whose face is nearly as pale as his niece’s. He’s running his hand through his hair, and I imagine he’s questioning his life choices right about now. “It really is important to choose good friends,” I murmur quietly, wondering if it’ll be possible to drive a wedge between the two men. Greg may be selfish, and a terrible uncle, and not a very good brother to Bobbi, but I don’t think he’s a killer. 

			“What did you say?” Stanley snaps at me. He has my phone in his hand, and, to my dismay, he’s looking at the map picture. He swoops over to me in his ridiculous costume without the head, holding the picture in my face. “Where did you find the map?” He bites out each word, fury clear. 

			“What a surprise, it’s Stanley Welmont, the hotel owner’s son,” I mutter. Stanley’s a bad guy—I was right; Velma has nothing on me. I rotate my sore head from one shoulder to the other and tell Stanley, “You should have told Jane to do that with her costume last night. Would have been much more creative if Marie Antoinette had been holding her head instead of wearing it.”

			“What is wrong with you?” He’s glaring and getting angrier by the minute. “Tell me where you found the map!”

			“I’ll tell you if you call for medical help for Clark and then leave us alone.”

			He laughs, and it’s ugly. 

			“You want to add another murder to your resume?” I look at Clark. “He’s bleeding badly; you must have hit him really hard if he’s still unconscious.” My voice shakes. 

			“What’s one more?” Stanley asks, throwing his arms wide. “Thanks to you, I’m already wanted for Spellman’s kid. It was an accident!” 

			I don’t tell him I know darn well he watched Kinley die rather than call for help. My fear is history will repeat itself now with Clark. 

			“I’ll ask you again—where did you find the map?”

			“Why does it matter? You can see it there just fine.” I need to keep him talking. Clark called Detective Blake as we left the resort, but he’d only gotten his voicemail. What are the odds the man will wake up and check his messages at four in the morning?

			“I want to know because I’ve lost sleep looking for it!” Stanley’s voice again echoes off the walls. 

			“What is it, really, that you want? Fame? To be the one who found D. B. Cooper’s money? Because we all know you can’t spend it.”

			He’s pacing again. “Stop talking, I need to think.” He’s swinging that heavy Maglite around like a police baton. 

			“Dr. Miller,” I say quietly, “you can’t condone this. You’ve tied up your niece. Clark might die.”

			He looks at me, lips pursed and jaw tight. 

			Clark draws a ragged breath beside me, but his eyes are still closed and his head remains slumped to the side. I bite my lip as tears form. I shift uncomfortably, the duct tape binding my ankles together nearly as tight as the stuff on my wrists. I’m still trying to slice through the tape using the rock at my back, but my hands feel wet and I’m afraid I’m just cutting my own skin.

			“Where did you find the money?” I ask Greg. “When? Did you agree to split it three ways?”

			Greg nods, weary. “We found it—” 

			“Don’t say a word,” Stanley snarls. 

			“What does it matter now?” Greg snaps back. “We’ll never find the money again—we’ve searched every cave that seemed familiar.” He looks at me. “We were fourteen when we found it. Along the riverbank two miles north, hidden beneath a small pile of rocks. Summer was over, our parents were heading out, and we had to be back on time or else face their wrath.” 

			Stanley is glaring at Greg but doesn’t yell at him to stop talking.

			“The three of us made a pact. We had an hour to get back to the lodge, so we decided to run to the caves and bury the money there.”

			“How did you know it was the D. B. Cooper ransom?”

			A ghost of a smile crosses his lips. “It was wrapped in nylon parachute material and then put into a canvas bag.” He lifts his shoulder. “Don’t know who put it in canvas—maybe the man himself or maybe someone else who found and hid it.”

			“It had been ten years by then, right? Was the money even in good condition?”

			“It was okay, especially the bills toward the center of the pack. Just to be sure, though, we emptied out a metal tackle box and buried it in the cave where we used to hang out.”

			“And David drew a map?” I ask.

			Stanley throws me a dark look. “And then hid it! He never came back, and the next summer when we tried to find the money, it wasn’t where we’d left it. David had moved away with his parents; we knew he hadn’t taken it.”

			I purse my lips. “So, until you left for college, each summer you pretended to be scary Sasquatches to scare people away from the resort?”

			Greg rubbed a hand down his face. “Only problem was that it drew a different crowd.”

			“A nerd crowd,” Stanley sneers. “The upside was that it forced my dad to close the stupid resort.” 

			I watch Stanley pace. His movements are erratic; his eyes dart over each of us. 

			“You hate this resort,” I say to him. “The only reason you need to keep it under your control is so you can keep looking for the money.”

			He whips his head to me. “So?”

			

			“How many years have you wasted on it? The money is gone—someone else must have found it.”

			“What do you know about it? Do you know who has it?”

			“How would I know who has it?” My exasperation is wearing my nerves thin. “I just got here three days ago!” 

			“You have inserted yourself into a lot of things that aren’t your business for having been here only three days!” 

			I close my eyes and breathe in through my nose, out through my mouth. “Stanley, I found the map in the Bigfoot Suite.”

			He stares at me for a long time, mouth slack. He starts to talk, then cuts himself off. “Until his kid showed up saying David told her he’d hidden a treasure map at the resort, I assumed he’d just taken it with him when he moved.” Stanley pinches the bridge of his nose. “That means the little weasel hid it in the Bigfoot Suite before that summer was even over!” He spins on Greg. “Why did he do that?”

			Greg scowls. “How should I know? Insurance that we wouldn’t dig it up without him, probably.” 

			“So, who decided to poison Crystal?” I ask. “Was it because she found Kinley’s body?”

			Stanley stares at me, his mouth slack.

			“Oh, come on,” I continue. “You must have known when Amy talked to you last night before the party what she and Crystal had discovered. What I’m wondering is why you didn’t poison her, too.” I glance at Amy. “Couldn’t get to her room? Poison her soda?”

			He shakes his head once, and then puts his hand on his head, tipping it back and looking at the cave ceiling. “Jane,” he muttered. “You stupid, stupid . . .” 

			“Jane did it? Did you tell her what Amy and Crystal had found?”

			He glares at me, nostrils flared. “She wasn’t trying to kill Crystal,” he bites out. “I told her to stay out of it, I told her—” 

			“Ah,” I nod. “She was trying to kill Fiona because of the will change.”

			

			Stanley squints at me. “How do you know all of this stuff? Why do you know all of this stuff?”

			“Why were you following us tonight in those costumes?” I keep pushing. “In case you needed to peel off our trail and pretend to be the resort’s meddlesome monsters?”

			“Enough of your questions!” Stanley’s face is red and blotchy in his rage.

			Greg moves into Stanley’s line of sight and holds up a hand. He begins stripping off parts of the costume, clearly having reached the end of his rope. “I’m out, Stan. You’re on your own.”

			Stanley snarls and lashes out. He clubs Greg in the head with the Maglite and Greg hits the ground, one leg halfway out of the Sasquatch outfit. My heart thuds hard and then sinks, watching our one possible ally lying still in the dirt. I’m kind of frustrated at Greg—he could have snuck up behind Stanley and taken him out.

			I look at Amy, whose eyes are huge with fear. Stanley is pacing, clutching at his hair, and I see the moment when he resolves to finish off the three of us. He strides for Clark first and I scream, kicking at his knees. Just then, Clark explodes into the air, even with his ankles still bound, and tackles Stanley to the ground.

			My mouth falls open as I watch them punch and grapple. Clark’s bound feet are clearly a hindrance, and he blinks furiously as though clearing his head. I spy the shining glint of Clark’s pocketknife in the dirt where he’d been sitting and stretch as far as I can to scoot it closer with my feet. 

			The angle is making me clumsy—clumsier than usual—and the knife just keeps flipping in the dirt. Amy is yelling something at me, but I can’t tell what she’s saying. Stanley is atop Clark and squeezing his neck. 

			“No!” I’m screaming at Stanley, kicking and thrashing for all I’m worth. This is not how we die! Strangled and beaten to death with a flashlight! “Get your hands off him! Or I will make it my mission in life to destroy you!” I’m pretty sure that might be a movie line, but I don’t care. Tears course down my face and my throat is raw.

			With one mighty scrape against the rock at my back, I feel the duct tape give way and my wrists are loose. I wriggle out of the rope around us that Clark sliced and lunge for the knife. I feel like I should slice the tape at my ankles, but I don’t have time—Clark’s face is discolored and one hand falls to his side even as the other clutches at Stanley’s neck.

			I grab the pocketknife in my hand, which is slippery with my own blood from scraping it against the rock. I lunge at Stanley, hopping and then falling on him. I manage to slice his arm with the knife, glad I haven’t hit Clark by mistake. 

			Stanley roars and flings me to the side, but I’ve distracted him enough to give Clark time to roll away and suck in some much-needed air. I hear shouting in the distance, and then my heart leaps as I recognize barking dogs. 

			Stanley is grappling for the flashlight, and I clutch the knife with both hands, afraid I’m going to drop it because it’s too slippery and my adrenaline surge is nearly depleted. The barking grows louder, the shouting adds to the mix, and Stanley straddles me, his weapon lifted high. 

			I protect my head with one arm and try to stab at him, but the knife slips, and I only manage to cut his thigh. His momentum is already on a downward swing. It’s as though I’m watching everything in slow motion, terrified. A flash of white crosses my vision, and Stanley is suddenly gone. Snarling and ferocious barking overpowers Stanley’s shouts and cries as a second flash of fur—this time dark—races past. I roll over to see ­Toby’s snarling face inches from Stanley’s neck, and Fidget has her entire mouthful of teeth clamped down on his Achilles. 

			Then there are people—so many people. Shouts and cries and then someone’s hands are lifting me from the ground and onto a lap. Clark has his arms around me, holding me so tightly it almost hurts. He carefully takes the knife from my grip and uses it to slit the tape around his ankles and mine. 

			He leans back against the cave wall and closes his eyes, tugging me against his chest. He holds my head to his shoulder, his breathing harsh and rapid. I worry about his head wound, but when I try to look at him, he tightens his hold. “Be still, just for a minute,” he murmurs. He clears his throat and coughs, never relinquishing his grasp. “It’s okay,” he says, winded. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

			“Yes,” I say, my voice breaking. “It’s all good. Scooby and Scrappy saved the day.” 

			His chest shakes, and I realize he’s laughing. “‘What a surprise, it’s the hotel owner’s son?’ Almost had me breaking my cover with that one.” He runs his hand up and down my spine. “Nice job with the pocketknife, by the way. Slipped out of my hand when I charged him.”

			“Hmm,” I say, smug. “Good thing I was there to pick up your slack.” 

			He laughs, agreeing with a soft curse under his breath. “Good thing.” He swallows and I glance up at him. His eyes are red and watery, and he meets my eyes, kissing my forehead. “You sure know how to show a guy a good time, Daphne Drew.” 

			“They would have gotten away with everything if it hadn’t been for us meddling kids.” I smile, but it wobbles as my tears fall fresh. “I was so scared you were going to die,” I whisper. 

			“You saved me.” He’s not laughing or winking or joking. “Everything was fading to black.”

			I swallow. “It’s what friends do. Save each other.”

			Now he smiles a little and puts his hand alongside my face. “Friends. Good friends, close friends.” He kisses me softly and rests his forehead on mine. “I don’t think that quite covers it, but it’s a start.” He kisses me again and I close my eyes, not even caring we’re in a cave full of people and have just narrowly evaded death. His lips are amazing; his kiss is amazing, and it quite takes my breath away.

			It really is unfair—it’s another thing Clark Finkelstein-Henry does exceptionally well.
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			Chapter 31

			
			Detective Blake, who checked his message from Clark as soon as he’d received it, is now questioning Stanley while an officer cuffs him, Sasquatch suit and all. Medics are working on Greg, who is conscious but groggy. Bobbi talks to him quietly while an officer cuts Amy free of her restraints, and I wonder what Bobbi’s saying to her brother. 

			Stanley vacillates between furious threats and sullen silence. 

			Another medic talked Clark into letting me move out of his lap so they could check his head wound. It’s not bleeding anymore, but they want us all to go to the hospital to check for any internal injuries. 

			Amy is crying and sitting next to her mom, who has plunked herself wearily down next to me and Clark. “How did you know where to find us?” Amy asks Bobbi, who takes her hand and holds it tight. 

			“It was the dogs, at first,” Bobbi says. “They were barking like the world was ending, so I used my key to check on things. They weren’t in their crates and were running around, frantic. I don’t know how they knew something was wrong—you leave them in there for extended periods and they don’t make a peep.

			“Anyway,” she continues, “I saw the Sasquatch costume head and glove and knew you’d been there, Amy.”

			“You knew I took the costume?”

			Bobbi sighs. “I did. I saw it in your room before the party. We can talk about that later. So when I looked around the room, something just felt off. I called you, but it went to voicemail. I have the location tracker on your phone, though, so I grabbed the dogs and even the Sasquatch glove to have them track you by scent, if all else failed.”

			“Fidget probably would have been a pro at that,” I say wryly, sinking my hand in ­Toby’s fur. He’s been glued to my side since the detective hauled him off Stanley. Fidget let me pet her for twenty seconds before settling into Clark’s newly vacated lap. 

			“Anyway, I ran into Detective Blake as we were heading out the door. He radioed to officers still at the crime scene in the cave farther south, and here we are.” She looks at Greg across the way and her smile is a little sad. “I suppose I should have told him what I did years ago, but he and Stanley were always so rotten to me that I kept it to myself while they drove themselves crazy digging holes.”

			The cave is suddenly still as conversation dies out. The only people talking are the medics working on Greg. Even Detective Blake has turned around to join us in stunned silence as we all look at Bobbi.

			“What?” Stanley roars.

			“Hush,” Blake snaps at him. He motions to a pair of officers and has them remove Stanley from the cave with instructions to wait outside. 

			“What are you talking about, Bobbi?” Stanley screeches as he’s escorted out. 

			Now Greg lifts up on one elbow. “What are you talking about, Bobbi?” He squints like his head hurts and he’s using all his strength to keep his eyes open. 

			“How much longer with him?” the detective asks the medics. 

			They tell him they’re waiting for a stretcher, but Greg wisely closes his mouth and lies back down. His attention remains focused on his sister, though, along with the rest of us.

			“Mom,” Amy breathes, “what happened?”

			Bobbi sighs. “I can’t believe all of this led to Kinley’s death. I wish I had known what she was doing. She might still be here.” Her brow creases and she continues. “I followed the boys that day they found the money. I didn’t understand the significance of it until years later, but that day I was sulking and mad. I was mad at Stanley for shoving me to the ground and mad that Greg let him. They said I couldn’t go with them, so I followed. I’d gotten really good at that.

			“I followed them to the caves next, and while they dug a hole and buried the box, talking about how they’d retrieve it the next summer, I hid. They left, and I dug up the box.”

			My mouth drops open as I stare at Bobbi, who smiles at her ten-year-old self, and I think she’s completely justified. “Nice,” I say to her with a nod.

			“Where did you put it?” Amy asks.

			It’s as though time suspends itself as we all lean forward in anticipation. 

			She smiles at Amy, but it’s tinged with sadness. “Here.”

			“In the cave of wonders,” Amy murmurs. “I knew it!” She looks at me and Clark. “I knew we had to look here first.”

			Bobbi says, “Should we see if it’s still here?”

			I want to clap my hands and squeal, but I do not. We all, however, stand up like a choir at the raising of the director’s hands. Even Greg tries to move, but the stretcher arrives and Detective Blake points at it without saying another word. He motions for an officer to join us, and Clark is muttering that he’ll have to make do with his phone since his camera is back at the lodge. My phone is sitting in the dirt where Stanley dropped it while trying to murder Clark, and I dust it off, glad to see it’s still in one piece. 

			We follow Bobbi, phone flashlights making shadows dance along the walls as we move farther into the cave. The air gets colder, the silence eerie, and I wonder if little girl Bobbi was afraid while she carried her treasure back so far.

			We walk for another thirty seconds around a bend, and then into a smaller cavern, almost like a little room or antechamber to the main cave’s meandering tunnels. She shines her phone at a spot in the corner near a wall where a small, rusted shovel sits propped against it. “Every year for a long time I came back and checked on it—a few times we came here together, Amy. Do you remember walking back here with me?”

			Amy nods.

			“I never dug it up again, though. It’s been here all this time.”

			Clark’s phone is recording, and so is mine. Bobbi grabs the shovel and begins digging. It’s not long before the tool clanks against metal, and in a matter of minutes, she’s uncovered a fishing tackle box and set it to the side of the shallow hole. 

			I’m picturing Geraldo Rivera opening Al Capone’s vault on national TV and hoping very much this will not be a repeat of that. We all form a circle around Bobbi, video rolling as we shine our lights and cameras down onto the box. When she opens it, the intake of breath is simultaneous.

			The box opens with a creak, and we stare down at parachute silk, worn and tattered from before the kids found it. Bobbi moves the silk aside to show what was surely paper money at one point, but it’s been sitting in a rusted metal box in soil with possibly high acidity, rendering the loot degraded, torn, and completely ruined.

			“Of course it’s disintegrating,” Clark murmurs, “but wow.”

			Wow, indeed. I’m strangely emotional looking at the box and its contents. It’s D. B. Cooper’s ransom money! I’m looking at a piece of history nobody has seen for decades. I put my hand to my chest, completely in awe. “We still don’t know for sure what happened to him,” I say quietly, “but now we know where the money is.” 

			I look at Detective Blake. “We need to leave this where it is and notify the FBI, yes?”

			He nods. “I’ll make the call right now.” He looks at Bobbi, and I swear there’s a smile in his eyes. “Ms. Babcock, my hat is off to you and your childhood brilliance.”

			

			She flushes, but smiles. “Never underestimate a slighted ten-year-old.” 

			“You know,” I say to her, “this is your story to tell. Stanley doesn’t deserve the right to sell it to anyone, and honestly, I don’t think Greg does, either. There are so many amazing pieces to this saga that it’s like truth is stranger than fiction. You have an original unsolved crime, found treasure, children burying it for decades, and a murderous race to the finish to find it again.”

			Bobbi nods slowly and puts a hand on Amy’s arm. “I’m so sorry about Kinley,” she says. “At least we’ll see she gets justice.”

			“She will get justice.” Detective Blake’s voice is firm. “I need statements from all of you soon. We don’t want anything slipping through the cracks.”

			Bobbi stands and we all take a reluctant step back from the box. Blake tells the officer to stay with the box and says he’ll send another to join him until the FBI agents arrive. Bobbi looks at me and says, “How do you feel about writing my official story, Daphne Drew? Then we can decide together where it goes.”

			My mouth drops open. “Really?” I squeak. Suddenly the pain in my head is all but gone. “Absolutely, I’d love to! The news outlets will jump on this right away, so we need to make sure your name is front and center, especially with initial interviews.”

			Blake nods as he steps away, checking for a phone signal. “You should wait here for the FBI,” he tells her. “They’ll want to speak with you first, anyway.”

			She nods, calm as can be. But then, she’s used to running a three-ring circus with events at the resort. Talking to a few agents is a cake walk. 

			I look at Clark, whose face is pale, and he’s squinting like his head hurts. “Let’s get you to the hospital. You’ll find us later for statements, Detective?”

			He nods as we move away from Bobbi, Amy, and the wide-eyed uniformed officer. “I’ll find you either at the hospital or the resort, once I’ve made sure we’ve processed and locked up the ding-a-ling.” 

			I can’t resist giving him my two cents. “Stanley is most definitely a flight risk. You should tell the prosecutor to request the judge hold him without bail.”

			He gives me his signature flat look, opens his mouth to speak, and closes it again. We begin the walk back to the cave entrance and he finally says, “Good thinking, Ms. Drew. I’ll be sure to mention that to our seasoned prosecutors who will get a full report from me, along with my recommendations.”

			I smile, not letting on that I know how ridiculous it is I’m telling him how to do his job. He’s become too easy to tease. Clark, walking beside me and holding tightly to my hand, snorts quietly. I look at him and wink, and he shakes his head, smiling. He’s holding Fidget’s leash, and I’m holding ­Toby’s; both dogs seem as ­exhausted as we are. I realize we had all of two hours of sleep through the night, and I feel more tired than ever.

			When we leave the cave, Stanley is far off in the distance to the south between two officers, presumably making their way to a patrol car. Detective Blake makes to follow, but turns back to say, “I thought you might like to know, I just received word that Ms. Flannery is out of ICU and responding well to treatment. She’s awake and aware of her surroundings.”

			“Oh good! I’m sure Fiona must be relieved to hear that.” I smile at the detective. 

			“I have a call to make,” he says with a half smile and a shake of his head. “The FBI field office is about to have a really interesting day.” He scrolls through his phone and then lifts it to his ear as he makes his way toward Stanley and the other officers.

			Clark puts his arm around my shoulders, and I grasp him around his waist. He’s a little wobbly on his feet, and I’m glad there’s enough light filtering through the trees that we’re not racing along in the dark like we were a few hours ago. 

			“We should really be getting back to business,” Clark says as we pick our way through the trees. “We have a wedding to document.” He gives me a look I can’t quite decipher, and when I think he’s going to say something, he smiles and kisses my forehead instead. “I do have to say you have done your Daphne dress proud.”

			I look down at my poor purple dress and pink tights, which are now snagged, smeared in dirt and mud, and ruined. I laugh, realizing I’d forgotten altogether what I was wearing. 

			He continues, “You were tied to a rock with your cronies, one of whom was gagged, and then assaulted by a criminal who removed the head of his monster disguise, surprising nobody.”

			“Ah, there’s the problem. In the cartoon, everyone but Velma would have been shocked.” 

			He tsks. “That Velma. She always does figure out everything. Kind of like someone else I know.” He squeezes my shoulder and kisses my head again. 

			The dogs are leading the way now, sure-footed and certain of our destination. We make quick work of the journey back to the resort, given the fact that we’re sore, in shock, and one of us is probably concussed. By the time we make it into the lodge, we look like we’ve survived a hurricane, and the people in the foyer freeze in stunned surprise.

			Hallie is at the registration desk, and her horrified gasp carries to the second floor mezzanine. “Daphne and Fred!” She rushes to us and her words trip over themselves. “Detective Blake called to say he’s having an ambulance pick you up any minute and you are to go straight to the hospital, no arguing.” She eyes us from head to foot. “I do hope there’s a good story you’ll share when you get back!”

			I manage a smile at her and in the corner of my eye, I see flashing lights out the front windows. “The best story ever,” I promise her. “The very, very best.”
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			Epilogue 

			
			Two days later, I’m sitting in the resort dining room, which has been transformed into a fairyland for the bride. Fiona says, “I do,” Gerald Stanley Welmont Sr. says, “I do,” and a pale but smiling Crystal is standing as bridesmaid. There are only a few close friends and family in attendance, and it’s lovely. 

			I’m happy to be included on the list. Evie is a subdued but happy mother of the bride, and her sister and children arrived for the event. I’m sure Evie feels much better having people of her own around her. Clark and I sit together, along with Amy and Bobbi, who I’m feeling fond over, having trauma bonded with them.

			Notably absent are the groom’s eldest son, Stanley, who has been arrested for the murder of Kinley Spellman, and his wife, Jane, who confessed to Crystal’s attempted murder. She defended herself by claiming she’d been trying to kill Fiona, and Crystal was in Fiona’s bathroom, so how was she to know who would drink the bottle of ginger ale she poisoned with a syringe? (I knew it!) 

			When I let my dad and Hannah know what had happened, they both wanted to come in, guns blazing, but I told them I was just scratched up and didn’t want the extra fussing. They reluctantly agreed. Clark fussed, however, and I let him, only because I insisted he rest and take it easy. The concussion protocol dictates he relax and dial back any strenuous activity. I’m learning he doesn’t like staying idle for long, and even football games have lost their luster now that he knows he isn’t allowed to do anything else but sit and watch them.

			As the happy couple now make their way back down the aisle, we all cheer them along. It doesn’t take long for resort staff to clear away the arch, the chairs, and the carpet running down the center, and we make our way to the other side of the dining room where tables have been set overlooking the beautiful forest view from the back of the resort. The twinkle lights are on outside and sprinkled throughout the ballroom, and Fiona Lindley Welmont looks happy. 

			I’m surprised to see Detective Blake hovering at the door, seeming extremely uncomfortable as the first course is being set. He looks at the gathering before his eyes fall on me and he gestures for me to join him.

			Surprised, I meet him at the door. “Detective?”

			“It’s the man’s wedding day; I’m not going to share details about his kid’s crimes in front of everyone. I’ll tell you,” he says gruffly, reluctant, “but ask that you keep it to yourself for now. I need to contact the others personally.”

			I keep my mouth shut, not wanting to ruin the magical moment. A detective is sharing information with me. It’s a milestone in my life and I want to savor it.

			“Anyway, wanted to give you an update on the recovery efforts at the cave. The FBI investigation and evidence gathering is in full swing, both in the ‘cave of wonders’ and the boys’ original burial site in the first cave. I presume you know about the FBI communications with Ms. Babcock?”

			I nod. “They’ve been great, and she’s being very selective about who she speaks with. I don’t think she’ll be taken advantage of any time soon.”

			He shifts on his feet and looks down at the ground. “I’d like to follow up with her later this week. Just to be sure she doesn’t need anything else from me. From the department.” He looks a little flushed, and I refrain from teasing him about his obvious crush on Bobbi Babcock. He’s a good guy, and I approve of any developments between them.

			“I’m sure she’d welcome the visit,” I tell him truthfully. 

			“We have you and Amy Babcock to thank for tracking down the details of Kinley Spellman’s disappearance. If you hadn’t pursued things the way you did, everything would still remain unsolved.”

			“Does Kinley Spellman have any other family?” I ask, thinking of the wrinkled, folded photograph she carried in her pocket.

			He shakes his head. “Not that we’ve located. I’ve spoken with Ms. Babcock, and she’s expressed a wish to hold a ceremony for Kinley at the city cemetery.” 

			My eyes are misty. “That’s very nice.”

			“I need to offer an official apology to the Babcocks for the detective who began the investigation into Ms. Spellman’s disappearance. He was apparently taking bribes from Stanley Welmont to delay his efforts. Needless to say, he’s now under investigation with Internal Affairs.”

			“His jacket was ill-fitting,” I muse. “Should have been my first clue something was off.”

			“What?”

			Drat. I’ve spoken those thoughts aloud. “What?”

			The detective shakes his head and shifts, preparing to leave. “Thanks also to you ladies for discovering the motive for her murder, not to mention the missing evidence in the D. B. Cooper case.” He gives me a reluctant nod. “The serial numbers match—it’s definitely the original ransom money.”

			I tilt my head graciously. “Thank you, Detective. I only wish the whole mystery could be solved. We still don’t know what happened to the man, himself.” 

			“The FBI have had their theories all along,” he says with a smile. “But we might never know.”

			“I can tell you from my own research through the years that the suspects they’ve investigated so far have rung false—with one possible exception.”

			He quirks a brow at me. “Oh, really.” 

			“Really.” 

			“As it happens, Ms. Drew, I agree with you.”

			I put my hand on my chest. “This is a red-letter day, indeed!”

			He chuckles and offers his hand. I shake it and he gives me a little nod before taking his leave. He looks back once at Bobbi and smiles a little. When I look at her, I see her eyes follow his progress with a flush on her cheeks and a smile on her face. 

			I slowly return to my seat, and I avoid looking at Welmont. He’s totally forgiven Clark and me for the vandalism in the Bigfoot Suite—he says it’s time for a remodel anyway and isn’t upset about the torn-up carpet and splintered floorboard—but I can’t help but feel bad for him that his son is responsible for so much heartache.

			The party is subdued, but we all try to enjoy the evening. We have a fabulous seafood dinner, followed by dessert (most of which Clark is unable to eat). He enjoys a substitute dinner of prime rib and vegetables and seems quite content. 

			The celebrations are not long, and we all are happy to retire early. I sleep well that night, knowing that we are unlikely to experience untoward interruptions. Stanley and Greg admitted to some of the sabotage in their Sasquatch costumes, including the incident that splintered the window in my bedroom. 

			Our mysterious Sasquatch from the other night, however, still remains unaccounted for. Clark’s photos, as predicted, show shadows and even one shot of glowing eyes, much to my delight. I haven’t forgotten the scare we received with the dogs on our hike around the property, nor the smell and the high-pitched cry that followed our steps back to the lodge. I’ve had just enough odd experiences this week to cement my belief that the world is full of strange things, and I am embracing my love of the paranormal and unexplained. I feel freer than ever now that I’m not hiding my true affection for weird things—it makes me feel close to my mom. I think she’d be proud of me.

			As we leave the next morning, I make plans to visit with Bobbi soon so we can start writing her story. We’ve done some preliminary brainstorming already, and to say I’m thrilled is an understatement. Between working with her and making plans for a new podcast, I can feel the pieces of my life coming together. 

			Amy gives me a hug, which shocks me to my core. We exchange social media info, and I’m glad when she tells us she’s decided to research schools in the area to see what sparks her interest. I notice she’s softer toward her mom, and I hope she finds her path. 

			After packing travel bags full of pastries for me and select fruits and veggies for Clark, we’re on our way in our freshly repaired Mystery Machine. The first hour on the road is mostly quiet, as Clark and I are both reeling from what proved to be an insane first assignment. He’s hovered close since our incident in the cave, and although we’re in the beginning stages, we’ve decided to take things slowly. I love the idea of actually dating him, of continuing to get to know him under ordinary circumstances. I trust him deeply, implicitly, and I enjoy his company. We make each other laugh, and we often think along the same lines. If only he would cross over and become Mulder with me, we would agree on just about everything. 

			“I’m going to create my own podcast,” I tell him as we drive along through the last of the beautiful forest-y terrain before venturing back into the desert. “And I’m really excited about it. Hannah says she’ll help me produce it.”

			Clark smiles at me, and I’m so glad he approves. His opinion means a lot to me. “Does that mean you’ll be staying in Reno for a while?” he asks carefully. 

			“I’ve decided to become a full-time writer for Understated Elegance.” 

			“Ha ha!” He holds up his hand and I give him a dorky high five. “That’s awesome. I was holding my breath there for a minute.”

			

			“We’re a good team, Mulder,” he says, blue eyes actually twinkling. “I’d hate to have to train someone else.”

			“Oh really? Who says I was the one who was trained? Maybe I trained you.” 

			“We’ll agree to disagree on that one.”

			“Mm-hmm.” My phone dings and I turn my attention to a new text from Candy Carlton, my backstabbing boss at True Crime Podcast Network.

			Daphne, I have wonderful news! A spot opened up for your show, Daphne Detects. The other show didn’t work out. Call me ASAP so we can get it rolling! 

			My heart slows in my chest and then bangs hard. I think the reaction is mostly anger, but there’s also euphoric satisfaction. I don’t even have to think about it as I answer her.

			No thanks, Candy. I’ve taken a position that’s a perfect fit for me.

			Three dots spin and appear and reappear as she types a response. 

			You may want to take some time and think about your decision. No rush!

			I can practically hear Candy grinding her teeth together in disbelief that I’d turn her down. 

			I don’t need to take any time, but thanks. My mind is made up.

			I send the text and put my phone away, leaning back in the insanely comfortable seat and relishing the sense of contentment washing over me, even while I’m still sore and bruised all over. 

			“Everything okay?” Clark asks, his gaze flicking down to my phone.

			

			“Yep. Perfect.” I smile at him. “Thank you for taking such good care of me, Clark Finkelstein-Henry.”

			He lifts his mouth in a half smile. “Any time, Ms. Drew. And likewise.” 

			Just as we creep toward the line dividing the countryside from lush to desert, I see a flash of brown disappearing into the trees on my side of the road. 

			“What was that?” Clark asks, looking over his shoulder as we pass the spot.

			“Hmm?” I lift my eyebrows. 

			“Maybe just a bear,” he mutters.

			I smile. “Maybe.”

			Clark and I continue bantering through the next several hours as we cross the border into Nevada with our sweet dogs and head toward Reno, and Hannah and Jilly. I hear my great-aunt is interviewing candidates for the marketing department. Her little magazine is growing, and I feel like I’m right where I’m supposed to be. 

			Home.

			Until next time . . .
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			Tales from Hampton House

			Three cousins, all working toward becoming Women of Independent Means, live at Hampton House. Follow them on their journeys in these clean romance reads.
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			Amelie Hampton is a hopeless romantic, which makes her the perfect columnist to answer lonely heart letters in The Marriage Gazette. When Amelie plays matchmaker with two anonymous lonely hearts, she finds herself working with police detective Michael Baker to solve a murder case involving one of the lonely hearts—Michael thinks the man is guilty; Amelie is determined to prove him innocent. Along the way, Amelie and Michael might just find their perfect match. 
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			Eva Caldwell is an accomplished photographer who often works with the local constabulary to document crime scenes. When the handsome Detective Nathan Winston asks Eva to photograph his mother’s legendary, week-long matchmaking event—and to pretend they are courting so no one will seek his attention—Eva warily agrees. But when a criminal from Nathan’s past reappears, Nathan and Eva must solve the mystery and apprehend the criminal. They soon find they’ve captured more than they expected—including each other’s heart.
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			After medical doctor Charlotte Duvall learns her father has died, she finds a box of her late mother’s letters among his possessions suggesting there was more to her death than Charlotte had been told. She turns to the one man she trusts more than anyone—director of London’s police force, John Ellis. As Charlotte and John unravel a dark web of secrets and danger draws closer, John vows to protect Charlotte from harm. But protecting her heart might come at the cost of breaking his own.
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